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AA RReemmiinniisscceennccee bbyy AAllaann RRoowwllaannddss

I first heard the name of John Ireland from my father, who knew some of his songs and
had broadcast Twilight Night with the choral group he conducted in Swansea before the
War. At that time a great family friend was the composer Percy Turnbull and it was he
who later introduced me to Ireland’s piano music, which I immediately fell in love with.
Percy had been with Ireland in his beloved Channel Islands in 1940; he could imitate his
distinctively querulous voice and regaled us with many stories. Ireland had wanted to
settle on Guernsey but was forced to leave at 24 hours’ notice that June owing to the
imminence of the German invasion. He, John Longmire and Turnbull had managed to
get on one of the last boats and endured a hazardous journey to Weymouth, where the
composer arrived in a highly nervous state, the unfinished manuscript of Sarnia among
his few possessions. Percy told me that Longmire went to the Captain and said of
Ireland, ‘he’s mad, you know’, thereby enabling the composer to leave the boat ahead of
the normal disembarkation procedures.   

In 1947 I went up to Oxford ostensibly to study chemistry, but spending a great
deal of my time enjoying the varied musical life of the University. I played Ireland’s
Sonata and Sarnia at the Holywell Music Room, having learnt them mostly at
Taphouse’s music studios, for which one then paid 1s 6d per hour � about 8p.My interest
in science rapidly declined and after seven years Dr Thomas Armstrong (I used to play
for the Bach Choir) persuaded my father that I could make a go of it in music. So I
entered the Royal College of Music at the age of 26, having not had a piano lesson since
the age of 16. There I studied Sonata and Sarnia again with Angus Morrison and it was
he who suggested that Ireland might like to hear me play these works and wrote to him
about me.

I shall not easily forget my first meeting with Ireland at his windmill home in
Sussex.  He was 78 and I a nervous 28 year-old who had never met someone so
distinguished before. Being a little hard of hearing, he stood close to my chair and
quizzed me extensively about my musical tastes; this went well until I expressed my
enthusiasm for Vaughan Williams’s  6th Symphony — that rather warlike work — when
he immediately cut in with, ‘I detest that’.  Disconcerted, I felt I must have chosen the
wrong symphony and began to eulogise the supremely peaceful 5th, but he said again, ‘I
detest that’, in exactly the same tone of voice. So it seemed that there were certain
subjects it was better to avoid. We had lunch and then tea — both lengthy conversational

3

JOHN IRELAND (1879-1962)
The Piano Music

London Pieces
1 Chelsea Reach (7’21”)
2 Ragamuffin (2’19”)
3 Soho Forenoons (3’04”)

Greenways – Three Lyric Pieces
1 The Cherry Trees (2’46”)
2 Cypress (3’09”)
3 The Palm and May (3’05”)

Sonatina
1st movement: Moderato (4’45”)
2nd movement: Quasi lento (3’11”)
3rd movement: Rondo Ritmico, 
non troppo allegro (2’31”)

DISC ONE *

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Soliloquy (3’30”)

On a Birthday Morning (3’26”)

Equinox (2’19”)

Sarnia – An Island Sequence
1 Le Catioroc (6’53”)
2 In a May Morning (7’07”)
3 Song of the Springtides (6’57”)

Two Pieces
1 For Remembrance (3’39”)
2 Amberley Wild Brooks (3’30”)

(69’41”)9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17



meals — and I wondered if I would ever be asked to play. When the moment came, I
essayed Sarnia and handed a pencil to Dr Ireland (he liked to be called Dr Ireland) with
the suggestion that he write his comments in the score. But I had not reckoned with the
noise of the pencil and was soon disconcerted by the scratching coming from the depths
of Dr Ireland’s armchair — reminding me irresistibly of Walter in the first act of Die
Meistersinger singing his Trial Song and having his faults noisily marked up on the slate
by Beckmesser. During this time Ireland’s grandfather clock also chimed most
melodiously on every quarter.

It turned out that Ireland’s comments were not devastating — such things as ‘no
dim yet’ or ‘fuller tone’ — the latter applying to the middle section of Song of the
Springtides which he wanted to be ‘like the ocean swell’. After that I visited the Mill
regularly and played many of Ireland’s works to him and he was invariably helpful and
encouraging. He never commented on my wrong notes but could spot a misreading in
an instant. He told me that the penultimate climax in Rhapsody should be like coming
to the top of a hill and seeing the vista open out on the other side. In The Undertone he
wanted an intensely smooth legato and came and put his hands over mine to ensure the
least possible movement. He was punctilious about rests and counted them out loud in
bar 16 of The Holy Boy, where he felt I was coming in too soon on the off-beat chord.  He
felt the opening triplet in April should not be quite regular — the first note needed a
slight expressive lengthening. In The Towing-Path he wanted the unexpected bass B-flat
on the last page to come out strongly. He told me that a certain passage in Soho
Forenoons should suggest an alcoholically unsteady gait (a gait with which I gather he
himself had not been unacquainted). The ‘second subject’ of Song of the Springtides he
liked to sound robust and not dainty or effeminate. He told me that he had taken out the
C-sharp added 6th in the last chord of the first movement of his Sonata — it was
‘stronger’ that way; he did not mention any other changes, but played me the opening to
demonstrate the rugged style he wanted — vigorous rhythm and strongly marked
accents. Of In a May Morning he said, ‘play it as though you were looking at something
so beautiful you could hardly bear it’.

The Mill had an intensely personal atmosphere — the brass plate ‘Aequanimitas’
by the doorbell, the haunting pictures of old Chelsea, the cherubic sculpted boy’s head on
the piano, the pagan-looking bronze statuettes, the much-loved books of poetry and
writings of Arthur Machen — and it was impossible to hear Ireland talk about his music
without sensing the depth of his feelings about what he had written. Sometimes I would
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SSEEAA IIDDYYLLLL
At the time of composing these three movements — 1900 — Ireland was a pupil of
Stanford at the R.C.M. After a performance by Adela Verne about a year later, John
Nicholson Ireland, as he was then styled, received considerable acclaim from the press.
Though not in any sense programme music, there is a quotation from Emerson at the
head of the score: ‘If he is unequal, he will presently pass away but thou…dost soar and
burn with the gods of the empyrean’. The keyboard layout shows the strong influence of
Brahms, and yet this is no mere imitation. On the opening page there is evidence that
the young composer is already aware of the possibilities of key changes out of the
ordinary. This expressive first movement was published in 1960, when it appeared as A
Sea Idyll. It is followed by a more strenuous allegro appassionato alternating with an
andante. In the last movement there is a reference to the material of the first. It begins
andante mesto but there are several changes of speed which are each given exact
metronome markings. The manuscript is in a bold hand, showing careful dynamic
gradings. Ireland was making certain that the pianist should be in no doubt as to his
intentions — an attitude that was to remain with him always.

ERIC PARKIN

(Lyrita is grateful to Alan Rowlands and Bruce Phillips of the JOHN IRELAND TRUST 
for their help in revising and updating the original LP notes for this edition.)

go there with a doubt as to the interpretation of a some passage and it often seemed to
be settled by his mere presence in the room — I wouldn’t have to ask. 

When I was studying Soliloquy, I felt a strong resemblance of the opening phrase
to something else — was it Vaughan Williams, I asked Dr Ireland?  He wrote to me later
saying, ‘the phrase you refer to was cribbed by me not from V.W. but from Butterworth’s
setting of Housman’s Is my team ploughing’, whose opening phrase it indeed greatly
resembles.  He also commented on the fact that V.W. had ‘committed the crime’ of
leaving out one stanza in his setting of this poem, though he owned up to having done the
same thing himself in The Heart’s Desire.  In another letter, he wrote that he considered
Chopin’s Barcarolle ‘perhaps the most beautiful piano piece ever written’.  Chelsea
Reach is Ireland’s barcarolle and similarly full of big chords and intensely rich
harmonies.

The only time I met Benjamin Britten, he commented, ‘you need a good fist to
play Ireland’.  He had been Ireland’s student at the RCM (at the suggestion of Frank
Bridge) and Ireland remembered his entrance examination, when, despite a contrary
opinion (‘too clever by half ’, according to one report), he had insisted on the boy being
awarded a scholarship. Their relationship was not an easy one, but Britten paid his
teacher the graceful compliment of putting a quotation from Ragamuffin in his 1930
Character Pieces. His later performances of Ireland’s song accompaniments were
profoundly insightful and sensitive, as some post-war recordings reveal.

In 1959 Richard Itter of Lyrita Recorded Edition proposed to record Ireland’s
complete music for solo piano and the composer recommended me. So I had a big job
to do. We recorded in the music room attached to Richard’s house at Burnham, where I
was always most hospitably entertained by his mother and sister. The first of the five LPs
was done without editing facilities, so we had to get complete performances. The piece
which gave me the most work was The Scarlet Ceremonies, with its gruelling metrical
tremolo, but the hardest to record was Equinox. My technique was never of the virtuoso
variety, possibly owing to my late start on serious work, and I will not easily forget the
sinking feeling of going back into the studio to attempt yet another take of this concert-
study-like piece (I have a letter from Ireland commenting on ‘this particular form of
hard labour’). But we finally got a good result and I am happy to think that Ireland lived
long enough to hear and enjoy the first of those discs.  

The recordings were completed in the late 50s and early 60s and the songs on three
further LPs some ten years later. Listening to them now after so many years I feel they
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give a good account of the way Ireland wanted his music done though one or two details
worry me. He was always insistent that his music should not be played too fast — the
finale of Sonatina being a frequent casualty in this respect — but I do now feel that the
tempo I adopted for the opening of the last movement of the Sonata is too slow. The same
goes for Sea-fever, where I had explained to Benjamin Luxon that Ireland disliked it sung
in a rumbustious manner — but we ended up at an extreme of meditative nostalgia (this
only reminds me of my own pupils, where a mild criticism one week could result in the
complete opposite the next). But perhaps there is still room for some variety of
interpretation...

I never knew Ireland in his years at Chelsea, where he lived for over 40 years (as I
have also done — I reckon that I must have walked several thousand times from Oakley
Street to the Royal College of Music either to study or to teach). But when I made the
acquaintance of the present occupiers of his studio in Gunter Grove, where so much of
his finest music was written, they told me that they sometimes heard unexplained music
in the night and that their cleaner had sensed a strange presence there. So perhaps he is
still around. He is certainly around in the hearts and minds of those who respond to the
unique flavour of his most original contribution to English song and piano music.

I do not think Ireland really disdained the music of Vaughan Williams. They had
been friends and co-pupils under Stanford — Ireland probably the more fluent writer at
that stage — but developed in different ways and Ireland affected a mock-envy of the
older man’s greater productivity and public acclaim. But he wrote VW a beautiful letter
on his 80th birthday, quoted by Ursula in her biography of her husband. Ireland’s music
explores a different area of human experience in a way, if one happens to be on the same
wavelength, that can be well-nigh heart-breaking, rather as the music of Delius can. That
reminds me of one occasion when I was playing Brigg Fair on the piano at Rock Mill: I
had not realised that Ireland had come down from his room upstairs and was listening
quietly in the doorway, and when I had finished he said, with great reverence in his voice,
‘I could never have written anything like that’.

© 2008 ALAN ROWLANDS

on Popular Antiquities, the reference being to an ancient custom in cathedrals and
churches when one of the choirboys was chosen to take the part of the bishop on 28
December, Innocents’ Day, while the clergy took the part of the choir. The initial two-bar
modal recitative develops into a richly chorded melody of great feeling which eventually
settles into the key of A-flat. Off-beat accompaniment in the central episode introduces
a more solemn note, whilst the recurring melodic interval of a fifth is very typical.

Puck’s Birthday ends the set. Here we find a quotation from Shakespeare’s A
Midsummer Night’s Dream: ‘I am that merry wanderer of the night’. Now and again the
texture is similar to that of Merry Andrew, though Puck is altogether more restless. In
no time at all he whisks through a dozen or so keys, flinging at us a cheeky pentatonic
figure. This really dominates the piece and eventually has the last word.

SSPPRRIINNGG WWIILLLL NNOOTT WWAAIITT
In 1927 Ireland again turned to A. E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad for the trilogy We’ll
to the woods no more, comprising two songs and this piano solo. The manuscript is
headed, ‘Spring will not wait the loiterer’s time / Who keeps so long away’. If anything,
the music is even more intensely moving than in the fine preceding songs. A hauntingly
bitter-sweet phrase of two bars—first heard in the accompaniment of the opening song—
is here given greater prominence.

BBAALLLLAADDEE OOFF LLOONNDDOONN NNIIGGHHTTSS
This piece, discovered among Ireland’s papers after his death in 1962, is believed to have
been composed in 1930, but was not heard until Alan Rowlands—who prepared the
manuscript for publication—broadcast it in the BBC Music Programme in 1966. On the
scale of the Ballade and the earlier Rhapsody, it falls roughly into three sections.
Beginning as a lilting barcarolle, whose harmonies sometimes remind us of Chelsea
Reach, the initial downward leap of the melody later appears against an elaborate demi-
semi-quaver accompaniment. Clarity for a time demands three staves, then further
rhapsodizing and considerable heightening of tension leads to a ‘two-key’ cadenza which
encloses a characteristic three-note drooping figure. A long diminuendo subsides into a
rumination of the main theme against reiterated left-hand semi-quavers, after a silence,
the recapitulation follows. This is an exact restatement of the first 39 bars which, this
time, die away to nothing.
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CCOOLLUUMMBBIINNEE
This charming valse was written in 1949 in response to a commission from the film
writer William Rose, who wanted to present it as a gift to his wife, Tania Rose. Ireland
was unhappy with the original title, Impromptu, and revised the piece in 1951 giving it
the title Columbine, and offering it to Leonard Isaacs for inclusion in a book of
miscellaneous piano solos of moderate difficulty. The dance-rhythm is unusual for
Ireland, though his hand is certainly apparent, particularly in the slower, languorous
middle section. Here also there is a distinct flavour of Ravel—hardly surprising in view
of his admiration for the French master.

MMEERRRRYY AANNDDRREEWW
Dated 1918, this was dedicated to the pianist William Murdoch. Ireland was fond of it
himself and understandably so, for it is a rousing affair. The bold open-air tune with its
tapping quavers gives way to a second idea— a kind of mouth-organ tune on the white
notes which is later deliciously harmonized. The final section is brilliantly percussive,
ending with a ‘vivace’ clatter up to two high-pitched shrieks of laughter.

TTHHRREEEE PPAASSTTEELLSS
These were published in 1941. The first, A Grecian Lad was rewritten from an early
manuscript and bears a few lines from a favourite poem: 
A Grecian Lad as I hear tell, 

One that many loved in vain, 
Looked into a forest well 

And never looked away again.
(from Housman’s A Shropshire Lad.)

The music is built largely of four-bar phrases frequently echoed in different registers.
Apart from a single burst of passion there is a gentle atmosphere throughout.

The Boy Bishop which follows is rather more highly organized. A single Latin line
from Psalm 45— ‘diffusa est gratia in labiis tuis’ (‘Full of grace are thy lips’) heads the
score. As is the case in Month’s Mind, the source of the title was Brand’s Observations

DDIISSCC OONNEE
John Ireland has enriched the pianist’s repertoire by some forty pieces which are unique
in English piano music. His music does not rely upon superficial decoration for its effect,
but upon its rich and colourful content, and combination of poetry and ruggedness.
Owing nothing to folk song it is yet as essentially English as is the Thames or the West
Sussex Downs, and has that rare quality of revealing fresh secrets with each hearing
which amply rewards the listener who needs more emotional and sensitive satisfaction
than that derived from mere spectacular virtuosity.

Born on 13 August, 1879, at Bowdon in Cheshire, Ireland entered the Royal
College of Music when he was fourteen and remained there for eight years, first studying
pianoforte with Frederick Cliffe and later composition with Stanford. Apart from early
works withheld from publication, some of which the composer eventually considered
sufficiently representative to be produced, Ireland’s output, particularly his piano music,
falls into three phases. The first includes the Phantasie (Trio No. I), the first Violin Sonata
and the orchestral prelude The Forgotten Rite, the latter being contemporary with the
first important piano work, Decorations (1913). In this music, as in such other piano
pieces of this period as the Preludes, Rhapsody and London Pieces, Ireland’s individual
style and idiom has already emerged. There is a predilection for modal scales and
harmony, and, in the piano music, a wholly personal technique and texture derived from
his admiration for the craftsmanship of Ravel and Stravinsky.

Ireland’s second phase was presaged by the second Violin Sonata which, produced
in 1917, literally made the composer famous overnight. This was followed by the Sonata
(1920), perhaps the most impressive of his piano works, and, in the following year, by the
Symphonic Rhapsody Mai Dun. This period of full maturity was productive of some of
the most intensely personal of Ireland’s music. Finally, there are the years from 1930
onwards, during which Ireland, while fully retaining his individuality of style and
expression, concentrated on an increased clarity and directness of musical speech. This
period witnessed the production of such characteristic works as the Piano Concerto
(1930), the choral and orchestral These Things Shall Be (1937), Sarnia (1940) and the
overture Satyricon (1947).

John Ireland died on 12 June 1962 at his home, Rock Mill, a converted windmill
near Washington in Sussex and is buried in the churchyard at Shipley, West Sussex,
where his devoted companion and carer, Mrs Norah Kirby, is also buried.

John Ireland’s critical mind and retiring disposition made him a less spectacular
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figure than might otherwise have been the case. But it has been truly said that ‘Ireland’s
music has that rare quality which inspires a feeling akin to personal affection’.

LLOONNDDOONN PPIIEECCEESS
Though these were written during or soon after the 1914-18 war, they are musical
impressions of the London of earlier days. The first, and longest, of these pieces, Chelsea
Reach, is rich both melodically and harmonically, and contains some fine climaxes. It
might be regarded as a London ‘Barcarolle’ inspired by that part of the River Thames
associated with Whistler and Rossetti which is still known as Chelsea Reach. Ragamuffin
was prompted by seeing a little boy strutting gaily down a Chelsea street whistling an
impudent little tune. Soho Forenoons suggests the part of London’s West End mainly
frequented by foreigners, with their own shops and cafes. A district with its own
atmosphere of pleasant meetings enlivened with sounds of barrel-organs and slightly
alcoholic cheeriness.

GGRREEEENNWWAAYYSS SSUUIITTEE
The three pieces constituting this suite are sufficiently described by their titles and the
short quotations at the head of each piece:

I.The Cherry Tree
And since to look at things in bloom
Fifty springs are little room,
About the woodland I will go
To see the cherry hung with snow.

(A. E. Housman from A Shropshire Lad)

II. Cypress
Come away, come away, death,
And in sad cypress let me be laid.

(William Shakespeare from Twelfth Night)

III.The Palm and May
The Palm and May 

make country houses gay.
(Thomas Nashe from Spring)

The Holy Boy needs little comment; it came to Ireland on a Christmas Day and it is one
of the most perfect things he ever thought of.

The last Prelude is the first of Ireland’s pianistic tributes to the Spring he loved so
well; it is colourful and exuberant and takes its title from the verse out of Omar
Khayyam: ‘Come, fill the Cup, and in the Fire of Spring the Winter Garment of
Repentance fling’.

TTHHEE AALLMMOONNDD TTRREEEESS
A fairly early piece, this looks innocent enough on paper but has a quality all its own.
Ireland loved Japanese prints and it is easy to imagine that the one which inspired The
Almond Trees conveyed that sense of Oriental stillness, of a moment’s fleeting vision
captured, so aptly evoked in the music by the simple pentatonic melody and the hypnotic
ripple of the long-unchanged harmonies above. The changes, when they come, are subtle
but startlingly effective, like a new light on a landscape.

SSUUMMMMEERR EEVVEENNIINNGG
Though written in 1919, six years after The Almond Trees, Summer Evening is more
conventional in style, though the Ireland-lover will find a wealth of characteristic touches
(including the four-note figure mentioned under Meridian). I found this piece more
rewarding to work on than the discreetly sentimental opening first led me to expect, and
approached in the spirit of affection with which it was obviously written it can be most
touching.

PPRREELLUUDDEE IINN EE--FFLLAATT
Of all the pieces in this group this one comes closest to revealing something of Ireland
the man. It is written in an intensely subjective vein and it is characteristic that the
serene E-flat tonality of the opening phrase turns almost at once to C minor. This music
has strong links with that called up in Ireland by his settings of some of the most
tormented poems of Hardy and Housman, and it needs many hearings to reveal fully its
extraordinary qualities. One most beautiful passage is that written in small notes on the
second page—it occurs again at the end. A succession of descending chords, each
dissonance dissolving into the next, is followed by a nostalgic modal cadence, plaintively
repeated. No other composer could have written this.

ALAN ROWLANDS



first four notes of April, but the mood is one of rumbustious gaiety; with its clattering
chords and rhythmic vitality it is perhaps the best of Ireland’s humorous pieces. Several
of those chords I had long misread and I remember the alacrity with which Ireland
pounced on them. He was always quick to detect misreadings; merely accidental wrong
notes he never mentioned, though I have no idea how he could tell the difference.

IINN TTHHOOSSEE DDAAYYSS
During his later years Ireland derived great pleasure from listening to the works of his
youth. Meridian and Daydream were written as far back as 1895, but it was not until
1961 that he decided to publish them, under the appropriately nostalgic title. The writing
is amazingly sure for a boy of sixteen and already many characteristic Ireland touches
are discernible, as well as the first appearance, four bars from the end of Meridian, of one
of his most beloved musical idioms—the four-note figure which concludes each half of
the slow movement theme in the Piano Concerto. When playing these pieces to the
composer it was impossible not to sense the intensity with which he still felt what he had
written. He would sit back and listen, occasionally singing a lead or gently conducting
with one finger. As with all his music, I was continually surprised how his mere presence
in the room would communicate a sense of exactly how he wanted it played.

FFOOUURR PPRREELLUUDDEESS
These followed close on Decorations as the next most important group for piano. The
Undertone is written in 5/8 time and the two-bar ostinato figure, in one register or
another, permeates it throughout. Ireland wanted this played with extreme smoothness;
at my first attempt he knew from across the room that my hands were too restless, and
he showed me how a stillness and closeness to the keys would ensure the effect of perfect
legato he wanted. His acute aural sensitivity enabled him on another occasion to detect
without looking that I had not crossed my hands as directed at the end of the slow
movement of the Piano Sonata—it altered the proportions of the sound.

In the urgent and feverish Obsession there are several appearances of the chord
which Strauss uses so much in his similarly obsessive Elektra. Ireland liked Elektra and
I well remember him playing snatches of it to me on the piano and discussing whether
this same chord (E, B, C-sharp, F, G-sharp, from the bass up) was an example of ‘added
note’ harmony or bitonality, though I don’t know whether he realised his own use of it in
Obsession.

The mood of Cypress is somewhat similar to that of the slow movement of the Sonatina
and Moonglade, the second piece in Decorations.

SSOONNAATTIINNAA
This is not an ‘easy piece’, and it is more sparse in texture than are most of Ireland’s
piano works. Apart from its short but alarmingly eerie slow movement, the mood of the
work is generally gay and bright, if somewhat ironic in feeling—the composer having
parodied some fragments of more serious passages found in his other works. But these
are only incidental, and in form the work is as clear structurally as a Mozart sonata.
Philip Heseltine wrote of it: ‘It is quite one of the best things you have done, and your
performance came off magnificently. You are one of the very few living composers in
whose work one can discern a steady development along wholly personal lines, through
a number of years; and in these days when so many musicians leap from one style to its
opposite extreme in two successive works in the hope of achieving a factitious semblance
of originality, it is more than ever pleasing to encounter a work such as the Sonatina-
which, for all its very real originality and newness, is clearly the logical development of
a style that was already very individual fifteen years ago, or more.’

SSOOLLIILLOOQQUUYY
This song-like piece was suggested to the composer by one of Masefield’s shorter poems.

OONN AA BBIIRRTTHHDDAAYY MMOORRNNIINNGG
This is a vivacious piece of music suggestive of its title. Its middle section is derived from
the composer’s song The Merry Month of May. The birthday in question, 22 February,
was that of Arthur Miller, a friend whom Ireland first knew as a choirboy at St Luke’s.
Other pieces which bear this very significant date for Ireland are Prelude in E flat and
February’s Child.

EEQQUUIINNOOXX
A technically brilliant study, suggesting the havoc of autumnal gales as experienced in a
beautifully wooded part of West Sussex.

(R.M.W) 
The initials stand for Rock Mill, Washington meaning that these notes were 

substantially contributed by Ireland’s companion Mrs Norah Kirby.
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SSAARRNNIIAA —— AAnn IIssllaanndd SSeeqquueennccee
Sarnia is one of Ireland’s pianistic masterpieces, and for once the composer has not been
cryptic about the source of his inspiration. ‘The Island of Guernsey’, he writes, quoting
the National Gazetteer, ‘was known to the Romans, who named it SARNIA.’

The first movement, Le Catioroc, is headed by a quotation from Pomponius
Mela (c. A.D. 50):
All day long, heavy silence broods, and a certain hidden terror lurks there. But
at nightfall gleams the light of fires; the chorus of Ægipans resounds on every
side: the shrilling of flutes and the clash of cymbals re-echo by the waste shores
of the sea.

Le Catioroc is situated in a part of the island that still possesses a very strange
atmosphere, and John Ireland one day discovered the remains of an early sacrificial altar
within a few yards of the old fort in which he was then (1939-40) living.

The second movement, In a May Morning, is prefaced by a quotation from Victor
Hugo’s. Les Travailleurs de la Mer, almost impossible of translation, which begins:
‘C’était un des jours printaniers où Mai se dépense tout entier.’ 

It is a day when the first butterflies alight on the first roses, when the birds sing
their first song and wing their first flight. Everything that shines, shines more
brightly; everyone who loves, loves more sweetly...

The final Song of the Springtides, the most extended of the three pieces and which
reaches a stirring climax, is described by some lines from Swinburne’s Thalassius: 

Upon the flowery forefront of the year, 
One wandering by the grey-green April Sea 
… Along the foam-flowered strand 
Breeze-brightened ...

FFOORR RREEMMEEMMBBRRAANNCCEE
Dated July, 1921, and published as a companion piece to Amberley Wild Brooks.
(Incidentally, both titles are intended to suggest a mood rather than to imply that the
music is ‘programmatic.’) The indeterminate tonality in its opening bars and the
constant semitonal movement of the inner parts evoke some strong yet inexpressible

II. Moon-glade.
Why are you so sorrowful in dreams?
I am sad in the night;
The hours till the morning are white,
I hear the hours’ flight
All night night in dreams…

In Moon-glade the device of bitonality produces the subtle dissonances of the eerily
rising and falling arpeggios which haunt its pages like pale ghosts.

III. The Scarlet Ceremonies.
Then there are the Ceremonies, which are all of them
important, but some are more delightful than others—
there are the White Ceremonies, and the Green Ceremonies,
and the Scarlet Ceremonies. The Scarlet Ceremonies are
the best,…

The third piece takes its title from a passage in Arthur Machen’s The White People. What
are the Scarlet Ceremonies?—there is little hint in the story, save of a dream-like vision
of forgotten and forbidden pagan rites. The piano writing is brilliant and the music
throbs and quivers with a festive excitement; the central section contains a declamatory
melody which over its streaming accompaniment suggests an incantation.

Ireland felt that his music was generally played too fast and he never insisted on
the written metronome marks (which he considered revising). This is a great relief in The
Scarlet Ceremonies, for the opening double-note figure, which must never degenerate
into a rhythmically indefinite tremolo, makes it, for me at least, easily the hardest of his
pieces to play.

DDIISSCC TTHHRREEEE

AAPPRRIILL AANNDD BBEERRGGOOMMAASSKK
April was one of the composer’s own favourites and he recorded it himself several times.
It shows his response to Nature at its most lyrical and imaginative—what could more
delicately suggest the sway of blossom-laden boughs than the rocking modal cadence-
figure which three times brings to a sighing close the long melodic paragraphs of this
exquisite piece? Bergomask, written the same year (1925), derives its theme from the
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cadenza, the smooth-flowing secondary theme is presented in a shortened form, richly
harmonised, and directed to be played ‘with innermost feeling’ but lontano, as if from a
distance.

MMOONNTTHH’’SS MMIINNDD
This piece, written in 1933, is pervaded by a feeling characteristic of much of Ireland’s
music. It is prefaced by a quotation from Brand’s Observations on Popular Antiquities, 

…days which our ancestors called their ‘Month’s Mind’, as 
being the days whereon their souls (after death) were had in 
special remembrance—hence the expression of ‘having a 
Month’s Mind,’ to imply a longing desire.

HAROLD RUTLAND

DDEECCOORRAATTIIOONNSS
This suite, written when the composer was in his early thirties, just before the First World
War, was his first published work for piano. The sounds which Ireland here conjures from
the piano must have been quite new to English music at the time and it is
understandable that the music-loving public was quickly convinced that here was a
composer with something fresh and vital to say. The atmosphere throughout is one of
other-worldly enchantment and magic. Each piece is prefaced by a quotation, the first
two from Arthur Symons and the last from Arthur Machen.

I. The Island Spell.
I would wash the dust of the world in a soft green flood:
Here, between sea and sea, in a fairy wood,
I have found a delicate, wave-green solitude…

The undulating accompaniment of The Island Spell supports a chiming melody which
waxes and wanes as though wind-borne over the sea, then intensifies as the wave-like
sonorities increase, until a stirring climax is reached; the evocative ending was conceived
only when the composer revisited, exactly a year later, the same spot on the shore of
Jersey where the first inspiration had come to him. Ireland liked the final ‘glockenspiel’
note played at exactly the right moment and he would meticulously count the rests
leading up to it—he always laid great stress on the full value of rests and his most
common adjurations were ‘take plenty of time’ and ‘don’t hurry’. 

emotion, while alternations between 3/4 and 2/4 time, together with irregular phrase-
lengths, add to the music’s chromatic tension. A middle section is marked incalzando
(pressing forward) and the forward movement is emphasised through the use of cluster
chords which give a more direct tonality to the still complex harmony. The opening
section is repeated, and a coda, after echoing the opening bars, ends with bitter-sweet
alternations of major and minor cadences.

AAMMBBEERRLLEEYY WWIILLDD BBRROOOOKKSS
West Sussex inspired this beautiful piece, one of a pair dated 1921 (the other being For
Remembrance). The sonorities of the piano are wonderfully realized and the music rises
and falls unerringly through a masterly series of key-changes. A brilliant ‘strepitoso’
passage with cadenza is followed by a more restful final page which lingers lovingly upon
the magical opening theme. Altogether a marvellous example of the composer’s art. 

(Eric Parkin)

DDIISSCC TTWWOO

BBAALLLLAADDEE
A large-scale work, which was composed in 1929, a climactic year in Ireland’s musical
life which saw also the publication of the Sonatina for piano. No two works could be more
dissimilar in style and content, and it is interesting to recall that it was the Sonatina,
which the composer played at that year’s festival of the International Society for
Contemporary Music, that won immediate recognition. The Ballade, however, is an
equally important work, and is possibly the most original and powerful expression of
Ireland’s very personal style of the 1920s. It begins, softly and mysteriously, well below
the bass stave, with a three-note phrase that drops a tone and then rises a fifth, and this
phrase opens a Lento non troppo section in which the right hand has a modal melody
based on the scale of G, while the left-hand counterpoint suggests the remote keys of B-
flat and E-flat. The central section of this remarkable piece consists of a long inner
ostinato on the notes D, C-sharp and E, these notes first appearing as a characteristic
decoration of a G major-minor cadence. The final pages of the Ballade work up to an
intensity of expression that can find a parallel only in the closing passages of Mai Dun.
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FFEEBBRRUUAARRYY’’SS CCHHIILLDD
Dated 1929, this piece is built on a two-bar phrase that the composer happily marks
Allegretto amabile which is treated somewhat in the manner of a passacaglia and with
characteristic harmonic complexity. It is also an excellent example of the composer’s
individual pianistic figuration.

AAUUBBAADDEE
Dated 1930, and published with February’s Child, Aubade is especially interesting in
foreshadowing the clarification of Ireland’s style and idiom that took place in the 1930s.
The harmony is more straightforward and extrovert, and though time-signatures change
in almost every bar the effect is to increase the forward drive of the music. And just as
someone said that Hamlet is full of quotations, so one finds in this work a number of
musical fingerprints developed by Ireland in later compositions.

JULIAN HERBAGE

PPIIAANNOO SSOONNAATTAA
Completed in 1920, the Sonata was first played by Frederic Lamond, who described it as
‘a very great work’. Indeed, the claim might be made that no other piano sonata of
comparable quality has been written since Brahms; the themes are striking, the texture
is rich, the harmonies are at once bold and subtle, the whole composition has both power
and beauty.

I. In the vigorous opening movement, Allegro non troppo, we are engaged at the
outset in a close-knit musical discussion in which the right hand enunciates the main
theme, in E minor, while the left hand provides a ‘thumbed’ counter-melody. Two other
ideas are heard in succession, both of them lighter in character than the first one; the
second, in B-flat, has a springing rhythm and may be taken as the second subject. The
development section contains a passage in double notes in which effective use is made of
the higher reaches of the keyboard, and when the main theme returns it steals in (in A
minor, incidentally), and is both enriched and extended before a more expressive version
of the succeeding idea is heard. The dance-like second subject is re-presented in E major,
and in the energetic coda mounting octaves in the left hand lead to a broad climax.

II. The slow movement, marked Non troppo lento, is elegiac in feeling. The
beautiful chief melody, first heard in the ‘tenor’ register of the piano, is continued

eloquently and rounded off with sustained chords punctuated by octaves in the bass
repeated like soft drum-taps. A more flowing theme, with an elaborate accompaniment,
is introduced, and the poignancy of the first melody is enhanced, on its return, by the
addition of the ‘drum-taps’. As Gerald Abraham has pointed out (in A Hundred Years of
Music), the ‘noble gravity’ of this movement, like that of Elgar’s Nimrod variation, ‘is
profoundly true to the character of a nation that has produced a Milton and a
Wordsworth’.

III. An impressive theme in E major, processional in style, ushers in the finale, Con
moto moderato, and dominates the movement, though two subsidiary themes also play
their part. Both begin softly but gain in intensity, and subsequently the third theme is
combined with a strongly rhythmical version of the first one. Brilliance and a feeling of
majesty mark the progress of the music, and there is a more meditative section before
the exhilarating close.

TTHHEE TTOOWWIINNGG--PPAATTHH
Inscribed ‘Pangbourne, 1918’, The Towing-Path has an appealing melody which is
harmonised   simply yet with distinction. The gentle flow of the music gives way, in the
middle section to a slightly more intense mood, and, appropriately enough, there are
passages that suggest Chelsea Reach, composed in the previous year. To adapt Spenser,
the ‘sweet Thames runs softly’ through Pangbourne, Berkshire, before swelling into the
broad river known to Londoners.

TTHHEE DDAARRKKEENNEEDD VVAALLLLEEYY
Marked Allegretto sostenuto, this is headed by a quotation from Blake: ‘Walking along
the darkened valley / With silent Melancholy’. Originally written in A-flat minor, the
piece is now in the more ‘accessible’ key of G minor, and, like The Towing-Path, it is a
favourite with amateurs. After the dolcissimo middle section (in G major), the main
melody returns with expressive ornamentation.

RRHHAAPPSSOODDYY
It was in 1915 that Ireland composed this Rhapsody, whose heroic character doubtless
reflects the mood of the early days of the First World War. In addition to its robust themes
and harmonies, the work has decorative passages which are not only effective in
themselves, but also help to advance the musical action. Towards the end, after a brief
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DISC ONE *

1-3 London Pieces (12’44”)
(Chelsea Reach, Ragamuffin, Soho Forenoons)

4-6 Greenways – Three Lyric Pieces (9’00”)
(The Cherry Trees, Cypress, The Palm and May)

7-9 Sonatina (10’27”)
10 Soliloquy (3’30”)
11 On a Birthday Morning (3’26”)
12 Equinox (2’19”)

13-15 Sarnia – An Island Sequence (20’57”)
(Le Catioroc, In a May Morning, Song of the Springtides)

16-17 Two Pieces (7’09”)
(For Remembrance, Amberley Wild Brooks)

DISC TWO **
1 Ballade (9’35”)

2-3 Two Pieces (February’s Child, Aubade) (8’39”)
4-6 Piano Sonata (25’57”)
7 The Towing-Path (4’32”)
8 The Darkened Valley (3’54”)
9 Rhapsody (9’00”)
10 Month’s Mind (5’19”)

Decorations (9’26”)
11-13 (The Island Spell, Moon-glade, The Scarlet Ceremonies)

DISC THREE ***
1-2 Two Pieces (April, Bergomask) (7’21”)
3-4 In those Days (Meridian, Daydream)

(7’27”)
5-8 Four Preludes (11’06”)

(The Undertone, Obsession,
The Holy Boy, Fire of Spring)

9 The Almond Trees (4’06”)
10 Summer Evening (4’13”)
11 Prelude in E-flat (5’13”)
12 Columbine (3’52”)
13 Merry Andrew (2’55”)

14-16 Three Pastels (8’39”)
(A Grecian Lad, The Boy Bishop, Puck’s Birthday)

17 Spring will not wait (4’06”)
18 Ballade of London Nights (7’20”)

19-21 Sea Idyll (12’07”)
(Poco andante; Allegro appassionato;
Andante mesto)

(224’43)

Alan Rowlands, piano


