ERIK CHISHOLM
Music for piano, volume 2
From “24 Preludes from the True Edge of the Great World”
1. Port a Beul [1.59]
2. Song of the Mavis [3.49]
4. The Sheiling [3.32]
5. Sea Tangle [2.42]
7. Ossianic Lay [4.34]
8. Stravaiging [4.17]
10. The Hour of the Sluagh [4.52]

Airs from the Patrick MacDonald Collection
11. i Allegro [1.05]
12. ii Legato [1.11]
14. iv Rubato [0.52]
15. v Adagio [2.21]
17. vii Fadilegan sgarba [1.18]
19. ix Andante maestoso [1.17]
21. xi Allegro scherzando [1.04]
23. xiii (untitled) [1.13]
24. xiv (untitled) [1.26]
26. xvi Rather slow [0.52] 27. xvii Slow [1.14]
29. xix Lively [0.56]
30. xx Andante [1.33]
32. xxii Very expressive [1.36]
34. xxiv Strong and deliberate [1.27]
36. xxvi Prince Albert’s March [1.42]
Petite Suite
37. 1. Harris Dance
38. 2. Mermaid’s Song
39. 3. Skye Dance
Total playing time:

[1.05]
[1.28]
[0.50]

[36.02]
3. Sea-sorrow [1.53]
6. Spinning Song [3.50]
9. Rudha Bàn [4.34]

[35.32]
13. iii Comodo [0.46]
16. vi Poco allegretto [1.02]
18 viii Andante [0.38]
20. x (untitled) [1.55]
22. xii (untitled) [1.05]
25. xv Slow [1.28]
28. Xviii Very slow [2.11]
31. xxi Rather slow [1.30]
33. xxiii Slow Strathspey [2.23]
35. xxv Slow [1.27]

[7.20]
40. 4. Milking Croon
41. 5. Love of my Youth
42. 6. Och o ro u

[1.22]
[1.04]
[1.31]
[78.42]
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Erik Chisholm (1904-1965)
“I have a hunch that I would like to end my musical days in Scotland.”
Erik Chisholm probably had no idea how close he was to the end of all his days when he
made the above remark. Though he died in South Africa, his musical days did indeed end in
Scotland, and it was certainly in Scotland that they began, as this CD demonstrates.
Chisholm was born in Glasgow and brought up in what might be described as a conventional
middle-class household, but it was hardly conventional of his parents to allow him to leave
school at the age of thirteen to pursue composition, piano and organ studies. He had started
composing variations on a Scottish folk-tune at the age of six, but it was at the age of ten
that he was given a copy of Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection of Scottish Airs published in
1784. So influential was this gift that scarcely a single one of the 200 airs remained
unarranged by Chisholm in one form or another, and many of these can be heard on Volume
1 of this series (DDV24131) as well as on this CD. Patrick MacDonald was not Chisholm’s only
source of Scottish traditional music. He made use of early Scottish lute manuscripts and
knew the work of Marjory Kennedy-Fraser. For the Preludes From the True Edge of the Great
World he drew from Amy Murray’s ‘Father Allan’s Island’, and he had a broad knowledge of
piobaireahcd – the classical music for the Highland bagpipe.
Young Erik studied piano with Pouishnoff and later became a Doctor of Music under the
tuition of Donald Tovey. He was a fine pianist and his understanding of piano texture and
technique is evident in all his piano works, from the simplest to the most virtuosic. He was
also an outstanding organist and an innovative conductor and concert promoter. Amongst
others, he brought Hindemith, Casella, Walton and Bartók to Glasgow. He was dubbed
“MacBartók” not because his music could ever be confused with Bartók’s, but because he
was pursuing a similar compositional course in his handling of Scottish traditional music as
did Bartók with the Central European tradition.
Chisholm was also greatly influenced by Hindustani music, following his friendship with
Sorabji and a period of service in the Far East during the Second World War. He founded a
symphony orchestra in Singapore, and from there went straight to Cape Town, where he was
Professor and Dean of the Faculty of Music until his untimely death.

Everything on this CD has its origins in the traditional music of north-west Scotland. Chisholm
was not the first to explore this vast and fascinating repertoire. Marjory Kennedy-Fraser’s
Songs of the Hebrides had been immensely influential and achieved international success,
but her sophisticated drawing-room versions seem somewhat dated almost a century after
they appeared and her alterations to the vocal lines and the lyrics now seem misplaced.
Chisholm, however, did not always feel obliged to respond to the titles or subject matter of
his originals, though he often did so with wonderful insight and sympathy. Where KennedyFraser was an arranger, he was a composer. His technical vocabulary and knowledge of the
keyboard alone put his work in a different class, but it is his inventiveness and daring that
gives these reworkings their amazing and varied vitality.
Preludes From the True Edge of the Great World (1943)
Chisholm was a man of extraordinary energies and spontaneous actions:“He arrived one Sunday morning at my home in Whitecraigs dressed in pyjamas
and overcoat; threw a parcel of music at my father who had opened the door and said ‘give
those to Agnes. I’ve just finished them’ and dashed back to a waiting taxi. They were the
piano preludes from ‘The true edge of the great world’ . . . I have played the preludes since
both in Scotland and abroad.”
It was thus that the Scottish pianist, Agnes Walker, recalled the arrival of this group of
preludes. Their title – Preludes From the True Edge of the Great World – refers to the
Hebridean Islands which are thought by some to represent Ultima Thule, or the edge of the
world. That the Americas are to be found beyond them seems a matter of small relevance to
anyone who has stood on the Atlantic coastline of those islands. They have captured the
romantics, and with good reason. Their wild beauty, and the antiquity and depth of their
Gaelic-speaking culture, which today learns to co-exist with the Internet and the mobile
‘phone, makes such a title reasonable rather than fanciful. That it is tough out there is, of
course, only alluded to by the romantics in an adoring kind of way, but that does not
invalidate the strength of their response.
Chisholm very probably got the idea for this whole group of pieces from just such a romantic
– Amy Murray, an American from whose Father Allan’s Island he got all of the tunes except
that on track 9, though its title refers to a placename in her book. In it she published Gaelic
songs she collected in Eriskay, and she refers to the Hebrides as the ‘True Edge of the World’

and likens the songs themselves to something from music’s own edge. Orchestrated versions
of nine of the Preludes From the True Edge of the Great World (completed in 1943) were first
performed by the BBC Scottish Orchestra in 1949, conducted by Chisholm himself.
These are much more than simple settings of traditional melodies. As the title “Preludes”
implies, they are more in the form of meditations or improvisations on some aspect of a
melody which may only appear in full once in the whole piece.
1. Port a Beul (no. 1) literally means “mouth music” and refers to the continuing practice of
singing dance music, often using nonsensical words and tongue-twisters to emphasise the
rhythmic drive of the music. On no account may the rhythm be broken for the intake of
breath, which has to be managed by subtle omission of a note or two. Port a Beul is often
danced to, but is also sung simply for the fun of it. Chisholm’s piece is in the form of a reel
and enjoys the same breathless and almost relentless drive, the test of stamina being also
part of the fun. This one is a wooing song.
2. The Song of the Mavis – Oran na Smeoraich (no. 2) – imitates the thrush and is well
known in Gaelic tradition as a children’s song describing the parent bird calling its young to
dinner with characteristic repetitions. Chisholm has turned this homely piece into an idyllic
ripple of bird-song. His version has its source in Father Allan’s Island.
3. Sea-sorrow (no. 3) is a song sung by a Gaelic-speaking sailor unable to follow English
instructions in threatening weather. The original expresses a mock anxiety and the song
would normally provoke amusement, but Chisholm has taken what is undoubtedly a dark
tune and given it ominous undercurrents.
4. The Sheiling Lullaby (no. 4) refers to the temporary houses on higher pastures that were
used for managing the summer grazing of cattle and sheep. Cheese and butter were made,
but as the work was often done by teenagers, shieling life presented an opportunity for lovemaking. Chisholm sets up a gently rocking introduction derived from the melody, which he
treats with dreamy luxuriance, finally bringing introduction and melody together, as content
as lovers.
5. Sea Tangle (no. 5) is based upon a strange little incantation, Liathag beag mhin:“Little smooth tangle,
Took the butter from Eirinn;

Little white tangle,
Took the cheese from Albainn;
Taste of coal on the smith’s share
Taste of honey on my own share.”
It was accompanied by a ritual of rubbing the seaweed between the palms of the hands
before eating it. Chisholm initially changes the chant into the minor key, but it reveals its
identity fully in what is a powerfully obsessive expansion of a mere fragment.
6. Spinning Song (no. 6) Amy Murray directs this to be sung playfully “as though in time to a
spinning-wheel”. The words show that this is a man’s song and spinning was usually women’s
work, but Chisholm has taken his cue from Murray’s suggestion and has spun the tune out,
amiably at first, but steadily gathering darker thoughts as it turns.
7. Ossianic Lay (no. 8) This is a rhetorical piece in that its repeated notes suggest incantation
– at one point it is marked quasi recitative. Ossianic lays are rooted in ancient material, but
have scarcely survived in the tradition. This one was collected by Amy Murray and the words
are ascribed to Ossian who recalls the heroic days with Oscar, Douglas and Fionn. Chisholm
treats it with simplicity and respect, maintaining a drone, and scarcely developing the
harmony beyond octave doublings, with a few chords that colour rather than impel the
music. He concludes his setting with a hushed mystical scattering of notes.
8. Stravaiging (no. 19 The original Gaelic words Chuir iad mise ghleann falaich, far an aithnich
iad mi mean “They have set me in this far glen where nobody knows me and where many are
the sowings of storms and few the sowings of seeds” and have little to do with stravaiging,
which is the title of the chapter in Amy Murray’s book. But if a pleasant wander over lovely
territory is a part of the context in which Chisholm responded to the piece, then this could
not be more appealing.
9. Rudha Bàn (no. 23) means “White Point” and is the name of a place on Eriskay, but the
beautiful dreamy tune with its gentle modal accompaniment does not seem to be one Amy
Murray collected on the island.
10. The Hour of the Sluagh (no. 24) – the title is partly explained by the quotation from
Father Allan’s Island which Chisholm has placed at the top of the music – “In the mouth of
the night is the hour of the Sluagh, the host of the Dead, whose feet never touch on earth as
they go drifting on the wind till Day of Burning. The light that is shadowless, colourless, softer

than moonlight, is ever the light of their liking.” The tune, referred to briefly, is that of a song
sung by the mythical water-horse enticing his human lover to come to him. The treatment is
impressionistic and seductive.
Airs from the Patrick MacDonald Collection (Revised 1951)
All bar the last of these airs were drawn from Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection of Highland
Vocal Airs published in 1784. Chisholm came into a copy of this as a boy and it stayed with
him for the rest of his life, heavily annotated and used for his Celtic Song Book as well as for
these pieces, which parallel his Scottish Airs for children, drawn from the same source.
For these and for the Petite Suite below, MacDonald’s Gaelic titles are given in brackets; and
at the end of each of the following notes, the Air is given its corresponding number in the
MacDonald Collection, again in brackets. MacDonald’s numbering recommences for the
North Highland Reels or Country Dances, and these are given an added asterisk.
11. No. 1 - this is a work song from the North Highlands, marked Allegro by Chisholm, but
soon winding down from its initial assertive rhythm, as though the work had lost its impetus
under some unexplained influence. (81)
12. No.2 - this Perthshire Air is a famous tune in Gaelic tradition, variants of which have been
used for a hymn and a love song. Here it is presented with clean counterpoint. (114)
13. No. 3 (‘S cianail m’ aigne) From the pentatonic directness of the first half of the tune,
Chisholm builds up an assertive expression of love which suddenly relaxes back into the
mood of its Gaelic title, meaning “tender is my affection”. (158)
14. No. 4 (Tearlach Stiùbhart) This is a Jacobite tune in honour of Charlie Stewart – Bonnie
Prince Charlie. Its jaunty rhythms and almost dismissive ending suggest that there was
something of the playboy in the Prince. (147)
15. No. 5 (Mànus) The Lay Mànus, after which this tune is named, tells of a defeat of the
Vikings in the late eleventh century, but includes older Fenian elements. Chisholm treats this
powerful melody with the respect it demands, while embellishing it with bardic eloquence.
(122)
16. No. 6 - there is something strangely appealing and yet uneasy about this setting of an

Argyllshire air, with its insistent leap of a seventh and citrus harmonies; but it is gently set to
rest at the end. (155)
17. No. 7 (Faoileagan Sgarba) Scarba is an island beside which the notorious whirlpool of the
Corrievreckan still poses a real danger to shipping, but this title refers to the seagulls of
Scarba, and Chisholm’s vessel is full of self-confidence as she rides the waves with seagulls
for company. The title is mis-spelt in Chisholm’s score. (151)
18. No. 8 (Gur bòideach, bòideach an cnocan) This is a work song with chorus, the title of
which (lovely, lovely is the little hill) Chisholm has totally ignored, settling instead for the
energy of work to impel his quirky treatment. (23)
19. No. 9 (‘S fad tha mi m’ònaran) This time, Chisholm has responded to the title – I am long
in solitude – with a heavy, even dark setting that states the fact without self-pity. (91)
20. No. 10 (Tha loingeas fo bréide) The literal meaning of the title is “The ship is under sail”,
but MacDonald himself describes the song as a nurse’s lament for the loss of her foster-child,
and Chisholm has copied this into the score. He accompanies the lament with dignified
parallel triads, suited to the grief of a mature woman. Fosterage was common in leading
Highland families and foster-mothers were regarded with much more than respect. (90)
21. No. 11 (Nochd gur faoin mo chadal domh) Chisholm has dealt with this in a light-hearted
way, with lilting textures and rhythms. It is a refreshing response to the title which means
“The night sleep was of no use to me”, and into which one my read what one wishes. (129)
22. No. 12 - this air is probably derived from the piobaireachd Cha till mi tuille at the end of
the MacDonald airs. Chisholm has certainly treated it in piobaireachd style, with growling
drone and embellishments related to bagpipe fingerings. The premonitory tone would fit the
title, which in English is “MacCrimmon will never return”.
23. No. 13 (Mnathan Chrospuil is Bhaile Mhuirich) “Women of Crossapol and BalaVurich”,
the former possibly being the Crossapol on the island of Tiree, is the title of this tune.
Wherever the women are from, their chat is cheery and brief. (60)
24. No. 14 (Moch madainn chéitein) The title means “Early May morning” and Chisholm has
changed the rhythm of its second half to sound like bird-song, ending the piece with a little
bird-like roulade. His treatment of the meanings of titles is wholly unpredictable, sometimes

ignoring them, other times going to the trouble of discovering the meaning and reflecting it
with atmospheric judgement, as in this miniature delight of spring. (149)
25. No. 15 (Imir fein, a Choinnich chridhe) MacDonald marks this to be played slowly. A girl
encourages her loved one, Kenneth, to row, and we may guess that this is a heavy boat being
rowed against the tide – successfully, as Chisholm’s conclusion demonstrates. (65)
26. No. 16 The tune, with its steady repeated notes, seems to be speaking to us, but it has no
title and is only marked to be played “Rather Slow”. The setting is characterised by
mysterious harmonies, alien to the tune’s pentatonic mode and carried across the beat so
that the whole is given an air of thought-provoking detachment. This is a daring, but
beautifully appropriate treatment. (30)
27. No. 17 (Si ‘nàill so dhuisg mi) Th title probably means “It is this desire from which I
awoke”, and the tune also appears in an arrangement for the Scottish Airs for Children. Here
the treatment is darker, and suggestively enriched. (5)
28. No. 18 (‘Scian ‘sgur fad mi m’ thàmh) The mood of “It is long since I was at my ease” is
realised with deeply expressive piano recitative. The repeated notes and the
embellishments, coupled with moody harmonies, manage to retain a sense of soliloquy
without any self-indulgence. (140)
29. No. 19 (A do-ade-a do dh’fhalbh mi) “A-do-ade-a do I left”. The nonsense syllables in the
title have given Chisholm an excuse to prepare a humorous exit, full of surprise and dramatic
flourishes. The tune itself is to be found within it, but in music like this, Chisholm
demonstrates the high level of his own inventiveness. (75)
30. No. 20 (Tha ceò mòr air Meall a’ mhuirich). Chisholm has placed this rather heavy-paced
tune in the tenor and bass registers. “Low lies the mist on Mallavurich” is the title,
Mallavurich being a mountain which, on this occasion, is probably better not approached.
(69)
31. No. 21 MacDonald provided many of his airs with bass lines and it is interesting to
compare his rigidities with Chisholm’s freedoms, which here include placing the melody in
the middle of a texture of wandering chromaticisms. It requires, and here receives, highly
sensitive playing to realise the subtle balances of texture in these pieces, for they take great,
and expressive, risks. (141)

32. No. 22 (Oran an aoig) This Song of death is marked by MacDonald to be played “very
slow”, but its almost lilting 6/8 rhythms are not without lyricism, which are here softly
embellished. “Aog” can also mean a ghost, but this is a gentle one. (162)
33. No. 23 (‘S toigh leam fein mo laochan) – This is a very slow strathspey – “Dear to me is
my little Hero”. The hero depicted may be small, but he is not belittled by these chordal
Scotch snaps. They share something of the same pride and dignity of the French Overture
which also uses dotted rhythms to similar effect. (161)
34. No. 24 (Dh’eirich mi moch) The harmonies, tied across the beat, push the rhythm of “I
awoke early” as though the music itself were waking and stretching to the bright sunlight of
the melody. (78)
35. No. 25 Octaves, coloured with ornaments, carry this stately tune to its measured end.
(68)
36. No. 26 It is not known who composed the splendid Prince Albert’s March which
concludes this set of airs, but Chisholm probably found it in David Glen’s Highland Bagpipe
Tutor. Any predecessor it might have had has not been identified in MacDonald, whose work
was published long before Prince Albert was on the scene. Chisholm’s little ostinato bass
with drones sets it off splendidly.
Petite Suite (Revised 1951)
Chisholm projected various different presentations of his settings of airs from Patrick
MacDonald’s collection. This group was also titled “Highland Sketches Book II” and is a
continuation of the series above.
37. No. 1 (Harris dance) The Island of Harris is in the Outer Hebrides. This dance is at a steady
tempo, but there is a strong suggestion of athleticism in it, and indeed there were several
Hebridean dances which were designed to test endurance and athletic prowess. (*32)
38. No. 2 (U-gu-vi-u, U-gu-vi-u, Port na maighdinn Chuain – The Mermaid Song). Chisholm
has stretched the range of this tune and covered its gentle repetitions with trills and liquid
charms. (77)

39. No. 3 (Skye dance) - a light-footed setting with a typically insouciant ending. (*28)
40. No. 4 (‘S fad tha mi m’ònaran) Presented with five beats to the bar, this could be a
version of “I am long in solitude”. Uneven phrase and bar lengths are not uncommon in
Gaelic music, but this is a setting that has developed a life of its own and the association with
this tune in MacDonald is but one out of three or four possibilities. (91)
41. No. 5 (Sonnan mo ghaoil – Youth of my love) The original is a work song with chorus, but,
rather than labour, Chisholm has settled for youth and love with playful grace. (38)
42. No. 6 (Och o ro u) The title consists of meaningless vocables, though “och” is usually
associated with an expression of sorrow. MacDonald marks this as “melancholy”, and
Chisholm’s menacing ostinato in the left hand builds to a fine climax under a tune which
expresses its sorrows with rhetorical power, but he dismisses his ruminating conclusion with
a surprising fortissimo chord. (9)
Notes © John Purser 2004
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The Pianist
“Murray McLachlan is a pianist with a
virtuoso technique and a sure sense of line.
His timing and phrasing are impeccable, and
his tone - full but unforced in the powerful
passages, gentle and restrained in the more
lyrical - is a perpetual delight” (BBC MUSIC
MAGAZINE)
As a concert artist Murray McLachlan has
received outstanding critical acclaim for
intelligent and sensitive interpretations and
superb technical ability. His prolific
discography, much of it for Divine Art and
Dunelm,
has
received
long-standing
international recognition and includes over
thirty commercial recordings, including the
complete sonatas of Beethoven and
Prokofiev and many rarities.
McLachlan’s repertoire includes over 40
concertos and he has appeared as soloist
with most of the leading UK orchestras. His
recognition has been far-reaching, bringing
many invitations to perform abroad. In recent seasons his engagements have included
performances in the USA, Scandinavia, South Africa, Poland, Byelorussia and Norway. In
1997 he was awarded a knighthood by the Order of St John of Jerusalem in recognition of his
services to music in Malta. In 2003 he performed the complete cycle of 32 Beethoven
Sonatas to critical acclaim in Manchester, and in 2004 his Wigmore Hall Erik Chisholm
Centenary Recital and subsequent national tour attracted superlatives in the national press.
His intense schedule continued this year with a ‘Shostakovich Centenary Recital tour’,

sponsored by the UK Shostakovich Society and including 15 concerts all over the UK. This
included a return to the Wigmore Hall in September.
Murray McLachlan has given first performances of works by many composers, including
Martin Butler, Ronald Stevenson, Charles Camilleri, Michael Parkin and even Beethoven!
Recordings of contemporary music have won numerous accolades, including full star ratings,
as well as ‘rosette’ and ‘key recording’ status in the latest Penguin Guide to CDs, and ‘Disc of
the month’ and ‘Record of the month’ MusicWeb and The Glasgow Herald. He is Head of
keyboard at Chetham’s school of Music and tutor at the Royal Northern College of Music in
Manchester, as well as Artistic Director both of the Chetham’s International Summer school
and festival for Pianists, an event which attracts outstanding musicians annually from all
over the world, and the Manchester International Concerto Competition for Young Pianists,
which began in 2007.
His website can be found at www.murraymclachlan.co.uk

The Erik Chisholm Trust
The Erik Chisholm Trust, a registered charity, was established in 2001 to promote Chisholm’s
music and to achieve recognition of his contribution to the musical culture of Great Britain.
It has supported the making of this recording – and others – as well as other “live” events in
2004, the Centenary Year.
For more information and continuing news, visit www.erikchisholm.com
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