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William Busch (1901-1945)
Rebecca Clarke (1886-1949)

The Complete Piano Music

Simon Callaghan, piano

 CLARKE  Theme and Variations for Piano (c.1908) 23.43
1 Theme  Andante con moto 6.25
 Var. 1  Allegretto
 Var. 2  Largo
 Var. 3  Allegro
 Var. 4  Andante
 Var. 5  Allegro
 Var. 6  Andante 
 Var. 7  Presto
2 Var. 8  Andante con moto 10.49
 Var. 9  Allegro molto
 Var. 10  Largo
 Var. 11  Allegro molto 
 Var. 12  Grave
 Var. 13  Andante con moto
 Var. 14  Andante con moto
 Var. 15  Allegretto 
3 Var. 16  Lento espressivo 6.29
 Finale  Andante (Passacaglia)

4 BUSCH  Allegretto quasi Pastorale (1933) 4.38
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Simon Callaghan

A favourite artist at the internationally-renowned 
Husum Festival of Piano Rarities in Germany, 
Steinway Artist Simon Callaghan’s recent sell-
out recital drew praise from audience and critics, 
with the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung describing 
his “cleverly curated recital full of discoveries” 
(VAN Magazine) as “technically brilliant”.

Callaghan’s current repertoire includes over fifty 
concertos, highlights of the standard solo and 
chamber works of the 19th and 20th centuries, and 
much that is rare and unexplored. One cornerstone 
of Callaghan’s work is his commitment to British 
music, and he has recently begun a projected series 
with Lyrita, presenting world premiere recordings 
of British concertos with Martyn Brabbins and the 
BBC National Orchestra of Wales.  By the end of 
2023 he will have recorded four albums for 
Hyperion’s celebrated The Romantic Piano Concerto 
series.  Callaghan’s first disc for Hyperion, with the 

BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, formed part of his successful PhD project at the 
Royal Northern College of Music.

Callaghan has also recorded for Somm, Resonus and EM Records, and has expanded 
his role to encompass performing and producing in an exciting association with Nimbus 
Records and The Lyrita Recorded Edition Trust.   His reputation and experience in 
chamber music led to his accepting the role of Director of Music at London’s celebrated 
Conway Hall, curating the longest-running series of its kind in Europe.

He counts among his most important teachers a trio of British masters:   Bernard 
Roberts, Yonty Solomon and Frank Wibaut.    www.simoncallaghan.com
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Though the score does not bear a date, the look of the paper is consistent with the 
manuscripts of the other pieces, which were written in the mid-1950s.  The work is 
characteristically grateful to play, the flowing lines falling easily under the fingers.  On 
the back of the manuscript there is a tantalising pencil-sketch of another projected Bach 
transcription for piano, ‘In dulci jubilo’, BWV 729.

Paul Conway, 2022

This article has been enhanced by access to prime material, generously supplied by Julia 
Busch and Christopher Johnson. 
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5 BUSCH  Gigue (1923) 1.19

 BUSCH  Theme, Variations and Fugue (1928) 14.57
6 Theme  Andante espessivo 5.55
 Var. 1  Allegretto
 Var. 2  Con moto
 Var. 3  Andante espressivo
 Var. 4  Allegretto
 Var. 5  Vivace, molto energico 
 Var. 6  Andante sostenuto
7 Var. 7  Allegretto grazioso 9.02
 Var. 8  Presto assai
 Var. 9  Andante
 Var. 10  Molto scherzando
 Fuga  Moderato – Maestoso – Tempo I 

8 CLARKE  Cortège (1930) For William Busch 5.39

9 CLARKE  ‘He Hath Filled The Hungry’ (mid 1950s) 3.20
 Transcription from JS Bach Magnificat BWV243

10 BUSCH  Intermezzo (1935) 3.08

 BUSCH  ‘Nicholas’ Variations (1942) 12.40
11 Theme Allegro energico, risolutamente e con brio 5.21
 Var. 1-2
 Var. 3  (molto staccato)
 Var. 4-5
 Var. 6  (marcato e staccato)
 Var. 7  poco grazioso
 Var. 8-10
 Var. 11  (misterioso)
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 Var. 12-14
 Var. 15  poco più lento, con umore
12 Var. 16  meno mosso 4.35
 Var. 17  più lento, scherzoso
 Var. 18  molto espressivo
 Var. 19  Lento
 Var. 20  (con calore e passione)
 Var. 21  (cantando, meno passionate)
 Var. 22  Adagio, lacrimoso
 Var. 23  Largo, poco a poco rinforzando
13 Var. 24  con veemenza, bruscamente 2.44
 Var. 25  molto pesante, forzando
 Var. 26  Allegro molto
 Var. 27 
 Var. 28  Poco meno mosso, e pesante
   Total playing time 69.31
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brings melodic warmth at the work’s mid-point.  A rapid-fire, toccata-like Allegro molto 
precedes a sustained slow variation which begins and ends weightily but contains more 
flowing material in its middle section.  Virtuosity is required for the busy eleventh 
variation, while the twelfth strikes a more serious note.  A folk-like variation comes next, 
followed by an Andante con moto that displays emotional depth.  An Allegretto of graceful 
simplicity precedes the extended final variation, which is marked ‘Lento espressivo’ and 
contains a radiant central episode.  An imposing, unhurried Finale in the form of a 
stately passacaglia brings the piece to a considered and satisfying conclusion.  Rebecca 
Clarke’s natural melodic gifts are already in evidence throughout this score, which is 
enlivened by wit and charm and graced with an inner strength and poise.   

Rebecca Clarke met William Busch at various musical and social events from 1927 to 
1937, as documented in Busch’s diary, where he refers to her as ‘very nice’ and 

‘charming’.  On 13 July 1932, he mentions trying out a piece by Clarke and the following 
month, he received ‘good advice from Rebecca over her piece’.  On 30 August 1932, he 
refers to a recital broadcast on London Regional radio, where he ‘read Rebecca’s 
Clarke’s piece from the manuscript’.  The piece, which Busch was premiering, was a 
short work entitled Cortège that Clarke had written for Busch in 1930.  The constantly 
shifting chords create a gently exotic, Impressionistic atmosphere, while the underlying 
theme has an archaic air.  A climax of considerable emotional force is followed by a 
tender closing section in which the music gradually floats away.     

After her marriage on 23 September 1944 to the American pianist and composer James 
Friskin, Rebecca Clarke’s creativity subsided, though her husband tried to encourage 
her to produce a large-scale piece, such as another viola sonata.  When questioned 
about it by her friends and others, she would offer evasive comments, such as never 
being able to compose when she was in love.  

In the event, during her marriage she wrote only one original composition, the song, 
God made a Tree, to a text by the violinist Katharine Kendall and two arrangements.  Of 
these, one is a version of Down by the Salley Gardens for voice and violin and the other, 

‘He Hath filled the Hungry’, is a near-literal transcription for solo piano of the aria 
‘Esurientes implevit bonis’ from Johann Sebastian Bach’s Magnificat, BWV 243.  
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Though some of Rebecca Clarke’s most 
successful pieces feature the piano, such as her 
Viola Sonata (1919)14 and Piano Trio (1921) 
and her writing for the instrument in those 
scores is both idiomatic and inventive, she only 
wrote a handful of solo piano pieces, all featured 
on this release.   
 

Clarke’s Theme and Variations (1908) is her 
most extended piano work, consisting of a theme, 
marked Andante con moto, followed by sixteen 
variations and a finale.  The piece dates from the 
time of her studies with Charles Villiers Stanford 
at the Royal College of Music.  Stanford asked 
her to write a selection of themes which might 
prove suitable as the subject of a series of 
variations. He chose her most distinctive idea, a 
rhythmically irregular, nineteen-bar sequence 
with a folk-like lilt.  At the end of the year, the 
finished piece won her a Council Exhibition, a 
cash prize covering half her fees for the year.15        

A florid first variation is contrasted with the 
following sonorous, chordal Largo.  The fleet-
footed third variation shows a wry humour and 
it is followed by an expressive Andante laced with 
Scotch snaps.  A forthright fifth variation 
featuring brisk counterpoint is succeeded by an 
eloquent, romantic-sounding Andante.  After a 
wide-ranging Presto, a gentle Andante con moto 
14  The version for cello and piano, written by the composer, is featured on 
Lyrita SRCD.354.
15  ‘Music of the Day’, The Daily Telegraph, 5 January 1909.

Clarke & Friskin. Dundee c.1950 
© Christopher Johnson
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In his obituary of WILLIAM BUSCH, the 
writer and broadcaster John Amis observed that 

‘His music is distinguished by its sensibility and 
warmth with a strong sense of form and a fine 
texture, linear rather than harmonic.  It is tragic 
that he should have died when he was writing at 
the height of his powers and at a time when his 
gifts were beginning to receive recognition.  
Recognition will not cease now, for his work has 
permanent values’.1   Over forty year later, in a 
series of radio programmes entitled ‘Forgotten 
Reputations’, Amis warned that ‘Of all the 
musicians of the ’30s and ’40s … William Busch 
is the most likely to be forgotten’.2  The current 
release preserves an important part of his creative 
legacy and seeks to ensure that his music lives on. 

William Busch was born in London on 24 June 
1901.  He enjoyed early success as a concert 
pianist and several of his compositions feature his 
own instrument.  Early studies in America and 
Germany were followed by lessons with such 
leading British composers as Alan Bush, John 
Ireland and Bernard van Dieren.  As the 1930s 
progressed, he began to focus increasingly on 
composition and soon forged his own personal 
creative language.  This decade saw the first of 
his many songs, a widely acclaimed  Piano 
Concerto,3 and, on 1 June 1935, his marriage to 
Sheila, with whom he had two children, Nicholas 
1  John Amis, ‘Obituary’, The Musical Times (March 1945), p.94.  
2  First broadcast on 29 December 1989, on BBC Radio 3.
3  Lyrita SRCD320.

William Busch © Julia Busch
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and Julia.  His life was cruelly cut short when he died of an internal haemorrhage on 30 
January 1945 at the height of his creative powers, robbing British music of one of its 
most promising and versatile talents.4  

His output is modest, but of the highest quality.  Most of his works are in small forms, 
such as songs, piano music and chamber works, including a very fine Piano Quartet, 
but he also wrote a Cello Concerto5 and a Violin Concerto was left incomplete at the 
time of his death. 

The earliest item by Busch presented here, is the lively Gigue, written in 1923.  It was 
composed while he was in Berlin, studying with Hugo Leichentritt.  Busch had arrived 
in Germany two years earlier as a piano pupil of Leonid Kreutzer and it was at 
Kreutzer’s suggestion that Busch began to take lessons in harmony from Leichentritt.  
The composer retained an affection for this early piece, noting in his diary on 28 April 
1932 that, during a piano recital, he ‘had to repeat the little Gigue, which is the only one 
of my early piano pieces I still care for’.  Busch’s friend, the baritone Sinclair Logan 
regarded Gigue as the first evidence of Busch’s talent for composition, ‘which, if it did 
not show the marked originality of his mature style, did at least reveal in a most effective 
piece, a composer who was in full command of his technique’.6    

By 1926 Busch had returned to England and wanted to resume his composition studies.  
In March of that year he arranged to take lessons with the composer Alan Bush.  As 
Busch observed in his diary on 18 March 1926, ‘I think it would be quite good for me 
to do this.  Alan knows a good deal more about it than I do and is himself still learning’.  
Studies with Alan Bush took place throughout 1926 and the two men became friends.  
In October 1927, he played for John Ireland, who suggested that Busch took 
composition lessons with him.   It was not until 1928, however, that Ireland became his 
teacher of composition, the arrangement sealed on 1 March of that year, when Busch 
took a wind piece in E minor to show Ireland at the latter’s South Kensington studio.  
Busch noted, ‘To my surprise, after having looked at only the first six bars … he said I 
4  For a more detailed biography, see ‘William Busch: 1901-1945, by his daughter Julia Busch, http://www.musicweb-
international.com/classrev/2003/nov03/William_Busch.htm  
5  Lyrita SRCD320.
6  Sinclair Logan, ‘William Busch’, http://www.musicweb-international.com/classrev/2003/nov03/busch_logan.htm
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an expository collection of variations establishing and reinforcing the main material, 
followed by a scherzo-like series, which displays gruff humour.  Variation sixteen marks 
the beginning of a more expansive ‘slow movement’, containing a succession of 
measured variations, some deeply introspective.  A ‘cadenza’ group, in which the piano 
presents a string of bravura, declamatory statements, leads into a faster, closing section 
which culminates in a starkly powerful restatement of the original theme.   
  

Busch first mentions the work in a diary entry for 3 January 1943, where he notes his 
completion of a fair copy of the score.  On 2 February 1943, he refers to a meeting with 
Michael Tippett at Morley College, at which Busch played his Nicholas Variations, 

‘which he [Tippett] liked’.  On 8 February 1943, Busch played the piece to Alan Bush, 
who expressed his appreciation.  After the composer’s death, the variations were 
performed by Noel Mewton-Wood on 30 July 1946 at a Studio Concert in The Salle 
Erard, organised by the Committee for the Promotion of New Music.  

Although REBECCA CLARKE (1886-1979) wrote most of her music in the early 
decades of the twentieth century, it was not until the final decades of that century that 
her stature as a leading British composer was secured, thanks to recordings and 
performances of her scores and the publication of pioneering articles containing a 
detailed list of works.13  Having studied the viola with Lionel Tertis, Clarke began her 
performing career as a violist and in 1912 became one of the first women to play in a 
fully professional ensemble, when, at Henry Wood’s invitation, she joined the Queen’s 
Hall Orchestra.  She also became one of the foremost violists in chamber music, as a 
member of the Norah Clench Quartet, the English Ensemble (a piano quartet 
consisting of herself, Marjorie Hayward, Kathleen Long and May Mukle) and a quartet 
with the d’Aranyi sisters, Adila and Jelly and cellist Guilhermina Suggia.  She 
performed in concerts internationally, often as a member of a celebrated trio with the 
cellist May Mukle and the pianist Myra Hess. 

13  Michael Ponder, ‘Rebecca Clarke’, British Music Society Journal, Vol.5 (1983), pp.82-88 and the entry on Rebecca Clarke by Stephen 
Banfield in ed. Julie Anne Sadie and Rhian Samuel, The New Grove Dictionary of Women Composers (Macmillan, 1994), pp.119-120.
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10 October 1933, during one of his regular visits, he played a couple of pieces and noted 
in his diary, ‘…somewhat to my surprise he [van Dieren] liked them, saying to his wife, 

“Now don’t these stand out amongst contemporary music”.   He said I had a good 
feeling for shape, but did not wish me to lose the asperities of my former harmonies’.    

Written in 1933, Busch’s Allegretto quasi Pastorale has a cool, Bachian elegance and 
detachment.  Virtually monothematic, it passes seamlessly through a series of variants 
on its fluent, undulating opening theme.  This was among a group of pieces, including 
songs, which Busch played for Alan Bush while visiting him on 13 April 1934.  Among 
professional performances of the work, Murray Brown included it in a Wigmore Hall 
recital in January 1954.     

Beginning in rhapsodic style, Busch’s Intermezzo (1935) is distinguished by the calm, 
supplicatory theme which dominates the central episode and also haunts the closing 
bars.  The first mention of the piece in Busch’s diary occurs on 5 October 1935 when 
he showed the piece to the pianist Charles Proctor. Busch worked on the score at the 
same time as composing his Piano Concerto and Ode to Autumn, a fine setting for voice 
and string quartet of the Keats poem.  In a review of a performance by Busch of his 
Intermezzo, the Times critic wrote that it ‘pleasingly exploited the effects of passing 
dissonance in long contrapuntal arabesques’.11   

The Nicholas Variations (1942) is the summit of Busch’s solo piano output and 
stands as one his most original and daring works. The title is a reference to the 
composer’s beloved son Nicholas, born in 1939.12  The theme itself is strikingly angular 
and Busch provides 28 variations upon it.  Unlike his previous large-scale set of 
variations for the instrument, which presents a sequence of contrasting miniatures, the 
Nicholas Variations groups the variants loosely together into larger implied sections, in 
the manner of Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on a theme of Paganini (1934).  Thus, there is 
11  ‘Recitals of the Week’, The Times (18 October 1935), p.12. 
12  Nicholas Busch studied at the Royal College of Music in London and made his name as principal horn of the Philharmonia Orchestra, 
joining the ensemble in 1963 and playing as principal and soloist on Sir John Barbirolli’s famous 1969 recording of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony.  
He joined the London Philharmonic Orchestra in 1972 and retired in 2006.  He is the soloist in EMI Classics for Pleasure recording of 
Britten’s Serenade with tenor Ian Partridge and the LPO strings conducted by John Pritchard.Read more: http://www.musicweb-
international.com/classrev/2007/dec07/Busch_SRCD320.htm#ixzz7SjDc1c2I
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am a composer and he would be glad to take me on as a pupil.  He was very 
complimentary about the work’.

Busch first started working on his Theme, Variations and Fugue (1928) under John 
Ireland’s supervision.  According to Busch’s diary entry for 14 February 1929, Ireland 
found it ‘very formidable’, describing it as ‘very angular, like jagged rocks’ and 
commenting, ‘Well, I hope it will not be my province to write music which people find 
grim!’.  By 8 March 1929, Busch had finished writing out the full score except for a 
couple of bars at the end, which he had not yet showed to Ireland. 

In this substantial F minor piece, we can see Busch’s mature style, his originality and 
vigorous contrapuntal thinking, which is fresh, unconventional and convincing.  Fellow 
composer-pianist Norman Fraser offered this detailed programme note on the work:

‘In the Theme, Variations and Fugue, by William Busch, we are confronted 
with one of the most interesting and best written pianoforte compositions 
published in England recently.  

The theme, marked ‘Andante espressivo’, sets at once the romantic, yet 
sombre mood which distinguishes the work as a whole.  The first variation 
is a somewhat pastoral Allegretto, leading into a two-part Con moto in 
which the composer’s contrapuntal ideas first hold the attention.  Next is 
an Andante espressivo, mostly in four-part writing of startling and original 
ingenuity.  Then comes a dainty Allegretto, rather in the country dance 
style, but this is followed immediately by a masterly Vivace, molto energico, 
surging fearlessly onwards before calming down into a quiet, 
contemplative and very expressive Andante sostenuto.  Now comes an 
Allegretto grazioso – a little sad, but trying to dance – and then an outburst 
of temperament, marked Presto assai and finishing in an abrupt, 
Chopinesque manner.  The next variation, Andante, is perhaps to the 
musician the most interesting.  Laid out rather more spaciously than the 
others, it contains some sonorities of astonishing effect and leads straight 
into the final Molto scherzando, in which the humour is definitely grim.  
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There is no break after the last variation, only a rit.,7 and the theme of the 
three-part fugue is in itself almost a précis of the original Theme.  It is now 
that the composer shows the full measure of his creative force and 
exquisite craftsmanship.  One must only study the score to become 
conscious of the power and nobility of this writing, rising as it does to a 
passionate climax of the greatest emotional beauty and then falling 
gradually again to the simple restatement of the Theme which closes the 
work’.8

Busch’s Theme, Variations and Fugue was first performed on 19 March 1929, when the 
composer gave his fourth recital at the Grotrian Hall, London.  On this occasion he 
appeared in a joint recital with violinist Dorothy Darlington and they framed the 
programme with sonatas by Mozart and Brahms.  In between, they both offered solo 
pieces, Darlington playing Bach and Stravinsky and Busch performing Beethoven’s 
Variation on a Russian Dance and his own Theme, Variations and Fugue.  A review of the 
concert, which referred to Busch as a young English pianist making ‘his debut as 
composer’, had this to say about Busch’s piece:

‘Busch is a pupil of John Ireland the English composer and at the outset his 
work shows the master’s influence in its harmonic texture but in the process of 
emancipation the young composer approaches the regions of Schönberg’s 
Pierrot Lunaire.  There is a refreshing freedom from the chordy platitudes of the 
average contemporary English product and a healthy effort for freedom by way 
of linear polyphony…’.9

Busch was pleased with the positive reaction to his piece and observed in his diary entry 
for 14 April 1929 that ‘several people (among them critics and composers) made very 
complimentary remarks.  If people “feel” the work, that is perhaps the most I can expect 
7  Ritardando, i.e. a slackening of tempo.
8  Undated text written on Fraser’s own headed notepaper, but his reference to the Variations being ‘recently published’ places it on or after 
1936, when the piece was published by J & W Chester, Ltd.  It is possible that the notes were written to accompany a radio broadcast on the 
BBC’s Midland Regional Programme on 9 August 1937 in which pianist Margaret Ablethorpe gave the first broadcast performance of Busch’s 
Theme, Variations and Fugue, as well as Fraser’s Study and Toccata.       
9  Unnamed, unattributed review printed on a cutting in the possession of Julia Busch.
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and hope for’.  Among later performances of the piece in the same year, Busch included 
it at a recital at Berlin’s Schwechten Saal, to the admiration of his former teacher Hugo 
Leichentritt.  A later diary entry, for 3 July 1929, records Alan Bush coming to dinner 
and William playing the piece, which Bush ‘seemed to admire very much’.  Busch adds, 

‘I must write something else!’  On 21 March 1932, Busch played his Theme, Variations 
and Fugue to Arthur Bliss at the latter’s Hampstead home.  According to Busch, Bliss 
said the piece was ‘very fine’ and ‘seemed to find no fault’ with it.  On 6 June he met 
Gerald Finzi and played him the piece, which Finzi ‘seemed to like’.  The Variations 
remained popular and Busch’s diary entry for 6 June 1934 notes that he ‘had a pleasant 
hour with John Hunt going over my Variations very carefully.  He has now definitely 
decided to play them on a forthcoming tour in Scandinavia’.  A diary entry for 4 
February 1943 notes a meeting with ‘Miss Ilona Kabor … she is so nice and gave me a 
tremendous thrill with her playing of my Theme, Variations and Fugue’.  A further entry, 
dated 10 May 1943, states that, ‘Ilona will play my Theme, Variations and Fugue on 
2nd June in the Overseas European Service’.  

Reviewing a performance of the piece by the composer, The Observer’s critic wrote that, 
‘Some interesting music and the stuff of thought are in William Busch’s ‘Theme, 
Variations and Fugue’ … This is intellectual writing and demands careful listening with 
mind as much as ear.  It is music for the few; but any work that widens the means of 
artistic expression suffer under that distinction and the composer of it is in good 
company’.10          

On 18 June 1931 Busch began composition lessons with Bernard van Dieren.  On 26 
November he wrote, ‘Worked 5 ½ hours including lesson with Bernard van Dieren who 
was a little satisfied with me today.  I am only afraid he will think I am not sufficiently 
interested or anxious to work, for just now I must practice so much that time spent for 
composition is very limited’.  On 10 December, Busch noted, ‘Lesson with Bernard van 
Dieren.  He seemed to be satisfied with the work I brought him.  A four-part, two notes 
to a bar in fugal style’.  In early December 1932, Busch decided to leave Bernard van 
Dieren’s tuition as he wished to strike out on his own.  The decision was amicable and 
the two men stayed in contact with each other, Busch often calling on van Dieren.  On 
10  ‘Music of the Week’, The Observer (8 October 1933), p.16. 
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2nd June in the Overseas European Service’.  

Reviewing a performance of the piece by the composer, The Observer’s critic wrote that, 
‘Some interesting music and the stuff of thought are in William Busch’s ‘Theme, 
Variations and Fugue’ … This is intellectual writing and demands careful listening with 
mind as much as ear.  It is music for the few; but any work that widens the means of 
artistic expression suffer under that distinction and the composer of it is in good 
company’.10          

On 18 June 1931 Busch began composition lessons with Bernard van Dieren.  On 26 
November he wrote, ‘Worked 5 ½ hours including lesson with Bernard van Dieren who 
was a little satisfied with me today.  I am only afraid he will think I am not sufficiently 
interested or anxious to work, for just now I must practice so much that time spent for 
composition is very limited’.  On 10 December, Busch noted, ‘Lesson with Bernard van 
Dieren.  He seemed to be satisfied with the work I brought him.  A four-part, two notes 
to a bar in fugal style’.  In early December 1932, Busch decided to leave Bernard van 
Dieren’s tuition as he wished to strike out on his own.  The decision was amicable and 
the two men stayed in contact with each other, Busch often calling on van Dieren.  On 
10  ‘Music of the Week’, The Observer (8 October 1933), p.16. 
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10 October 1933, during one of his regular visits, he played a couple of pieces and noted 
in his diary, ‘…somewhat to my surprise he [van Dieren] liked them, saying to his wife, 

“Now don’t these stand out amongst contemporary music”.   He said I had a good 
feeling for shape, but did not wish me to lose the asperities of my former harmonies’.    

Written in 1933, Busch’s Allegretto quasi Pastorale has a cool, Bachian elegance and 
detachment.  Virtually monothematic, it passes seamlessly through a series of variants 
on its fluent, undulating opening theme.  This was among a group of pieces, including 
songs, which Busch played for Alan Bush while visiting him on 13 April 1934.  Among 
professional performances of the work, Murray Brown included it in a Wigmore Hall 
recital in January 1954.     

Beginning in rhapsodic style, Busch’s Intermezzo (1935) is distinguished by the calm, 
supplicatory theme which dominates the central episode and also haunts the closing 
bars.  The first mention of the piece in Busch’s diary occurs on 5 October 1935 when 
he showed the piece to the pianist Charles Proctor. Busch worked on the score at the 
same time as composing his Piano Concerto and Ode to Autumn, a fine setting for voice 
and string quartet of the Keats poem.  In a review of a performance by Busch of his 
Intermezzo, the Times critic wrote that it ‘pleasingly exploited the effects of passing 
dissonance in long contrapuntal arabesques’.11   

The Nicholas Variations (1942) is the summit of Busch’s solo piano output and 
stands as one his most original and daring works. The title is a reference to the 
composer’s beloved son Nicholas, born in 1939.12  The theme itself is strikingly angular 
and Busch provides 28 variations upon it.  Unlike his previous large-scale set of 
variations for the instrument, which presents a sequence of contrasting miniatures, the 
Nicholas Variations groups the variants loosely together into larger implied sections, in 
the manner of Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on a theme of Paganini (1934).  Thus, there is 
11  ‘Recitals of the Week’, The Times (18 October 1935), p.12. 
12  Nicholas Busch studied at the Royal College of Music in London and made his name as principal horn of the Philharmonia Orchestra, 
joining the ensemble in 1963 and playing as principal and soloist on Sir John Barbirolli’s famous 1969 recording of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony.  
He joined the London Philharmonic Orchestra in 1972 and retired in 2006.  He is the soloist in EMI Classics for Pleasure recording of 
Britten’s Serenade with tenor Ian Partridge and the LPO strings conducted by John Pritchard.Read more: http://www.musicweb-
international.com/classrev/2007/dec07/Busch_SRCD320.htm#ixzz7SjDc1c2I

SRCD 408 7

am a composer and he would be glad to take me on as a pupil.  He was very 
complimentary about the work’.

Busch first started working on his Theme, Variations and Fugue (1928) under John 
Ireland’s supervision.  According to Busch’s diary entry for 14 February 1929, Ireland 
found it ‘very formidable’, describing it as ‘very angular, like jagged rocks’ and 
commenting, ‘Well, I hope it will not be my province to write music which people find 
grim!’.  By 8 March 1929, Busch had finished writing out the full score except for a 
couple of bars at the end, which he had not yet showed to Ireland. 

In this substantial F minor piece, we can see Busch’s mature style, his originality and 
vigorous contrapuntal thinking, which is fresh, unconventional and convincing.  Fellow 
composer-pianist Norman Fraser offered this detailed programme note on the work:

‘In the Theme, Variations and Fugue, by William Busch, we are confronted 
with one of the most interesting and best written pianoforte compositions 
published in England recently.  

The theme, marked ‘Andante espressivo’, sets at once the romantic, yet 
sombre mood which distinguishes the work as a whole.  The first variation 
is a somewhat pastoral Allegretto, leading into a two-part Con moto in 
which the composer’s contrapuntal ideas first hold the attention.  Next is 
an Andante espressivo, mostly in four-part writing of startling and original 
ingenuity.  Then comes a dainty Allegretto, rather in the country dance 
style, but this is followed immediately by a masterly Vivace, molto energico, 
surging fearlessly onwards before calming down into a quiet, 
contemplative and very expressive Andante sostenuto.  Now comes an 
Allegretto grazioso – a little sad, but trying to dance – and then an outburst 
of temperament, marked Presto assai and finishing in an abrupt, 
Chopinesque manner.  The next variation, Andante, is perhaps to the 
musician the most interesting.  Laid out rather more spaciously than the 
others, it contains some sonorities of astonishing effect and leads straight 
into the final Molto scherzando, in which the humour is definitely grim.  
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and Julia.  His life was cruelly cut short when he died of an internal haemorrhage on 30 
January 1945 at the height of his creative powers, robbing British music of one of its 
most promising and versatile talents.4  

His output is modest, but of the highest quality.  Most of his works are in small forms, 
such as songs, piano music and chamber works, including a very fine Piano Quartet, 
but he also wrote a Cello Concerto5 and a Violin Concerto was left incomplete at the 
time of his death. 

The earliest item by Busch presented here, is the lively Gigue, written in 1923.  It was 
composed while he was in Berlin, studying with Hugo Leichentritt.  Busch had arrived 
in Germany two years earlier as a piano pupil of Leonid Kreutzer and it was at 
Kreutzer’s suggestion that Busch began to take lessons in harmony from Leichentritt.  
The composer retained an affection for this early piece, noting in his diary on 28 April 
1932 that, during a piano recital, he ‘had to repeat the little Gigue, which is the only one 
of my early piano pieces I still care for’.  Busch’s friend, the baritone Sinclair Logan 
regarded Gigue as the first evidence of Busch’s talent for composition, ‘which, if it did 
not show the marked originality of his mature style, did at least reveal in a most effective 
piece, a composer who was in full command of his technique’.6    

By 1926 Busch had returned to England and wanted to resume his composition studies.  
In March of that year he arranged to take lessons with the composer Alan Bush.  As 
Busch observed in his diary on 18 March 1926, ‘I think it would be quite good for me 
to do this.  Alan knows a good deal more about it than I do and is himself still learning’.  
Studies with Alan Bush took place throughout 1926 and the two men became friends.  
In October 1927, he played for John Ireland, who suggested that Busch took 
composition lessons with him.   It was not until 1928, however, that Ireland became his 
teacher of composition, the arrangement sealed on 1 March of that year, when Busch 
took a wind piece in E minor to show Ireland at the latter’s South Kensington studio.  
Busch noted, ‘To my surprise, after having looked at only the first six bars … he said I 
4  For a more detailed biography, see ‘William Busch: 1901-1945, by his daughter Julia Busch, http://www.musicweb-
international.com/classrev/2003/nov03/William_Busch.htm  
5  Lyrita SRCD320.
6  Sinclair Logan, ‘William Busch’, http://www.musicweb-international.com/classrev/2003/nov03/busch_logan.htm
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an expository collection of variations establishing and reinforcing the main material, 
followed by a scherzo-like series, which displays gruff humour.  Variation sixteen marks 
the beginning of a more expansive ‘slow movement’, containing a succession of 
measured variations, some deeply introspective.  A ‘cadenza’ group, in which the piano 
presents a string of bravura, declamatory statements, leads into a faster, closing section 
which culminates in a starkly powerful restatement of the original theme.   
  

Busch first mentions the work in a diary entry for 3 January 1943, where he notes his 
completion of a fair copy of the score.  On 2 February 1943, he refers to a meeting with 
Michael Tippett at Morley College, at which Busch played his Nicholas Variations, 

‘which he [Tippett] liked’.  On 8 February 1943, Busch played the piece to Alan Bush, 
who expressed his appreciation.  After the composer’s death, the variations were 
performed by Noel Mewton-Wood on 30 July 1946 at a Studio Concert in The Salle 
Erard, organised by the Committee for the Promotion of New Music.  

Although REBECCA CLARKE (1886-1979) wrote most of her music in the early 
decades of the twentieth century, it was not until the final decades of that century that 
her stature as a leading British composer was secured, thanks to recordings and 
performances of her scores and the publication of pioneering articles containing a 
detailed list of works.13  Having studied the viola with Lionel Tertis, Clarke began her 
performing career as a violist and in 1912 became one of the first women to play in a 
fully professional ensemble, when, at Henry Wood’s invitation, she joined the Queen’s 
Hall Orchestra.  She also became one of the foremost violists in chamber music, as a 
member of the Norah Clench Quartet, the English Ensemble (a piano quartet 
consisting of herself, Marjorie Hayward, Kathleen Long and May Mukle) and a quartet 
with the d’Aranyi sisters, Adila and Jelly and cellist Guilhermina Suggia.  She 
performed in concerts internationally, often as a member of a celebrated trio with the 
cellist May Mukle and the pianist Myra Hess. 

13  Michael Ponder, ‘Rebecca Clarke’, British Music Society Journal, Vol.5 (1983), pp.82-88 and the entry on Rebecca Clarke by Stephen 
Banfield in ed. Julie Anne Sadie and Rhian Samuel, The New Grove Dictionary of Women Composers (Macmillan, 1994), pp.119-120.
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Though some of Rebecca Clarke’s most 
successful pieces feature the piano, such as her 
Viola Sonata (1919)14 and Piano Trio (1921) 
and her writing for the instrument in those 
scores is both idiomatic and inventive, she only 
wrote a handful of solo piano pieces, all featured 
on this release.   
 

Clarke’s Theme and Variations (1908) is her 
most extended piano work, consisting of a theme, 
marked Andante con moto, followed by sixteen 
variations and a finale.  The piece dates from the 
time of her studies with Charles Villiers Stanford 
at the Royal College of Music.  Stanford asked 
her to write a selection of themes which might 
prove suitable as the subject of a series of 
variations. He chose her most distinctive idea, a 
rhythmically irregular, nineteen-bar sequence 
with a folk-like lilt.  At the end of the year, the 
finished piece won her a Council Exhibition, a 
cash prize covering half her fees for the year.15        

A florid first variation is contrasted with the 
following sonorous, chordal Largo.  The fleet-
footed third variation shows a wry humour and 
it is followed by an expressive Andante laced with 
Scotch snaps.  A forthright fifth variation 
featuring brisk counterpoint is succeeded by an 
eloquent, romantic-sounding Andante.  After a 
wide-ranging Presto, a gentle Andante con moto 
14  The version for cello and piano, written by the composer, is featured on 
Lyrita SRCD.354.
15  ‘Music of the Day’, The Daily Telegraph, 5 January 1909.

Clarke & Friskin. Dundee c.1950 
© Christopher Johnson
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In his obituary of WILLIAM BUSCH, the 
writer and broadcaster John Amis observed that 

‘His music is distinguished by its sensibility and 
warmth with a strong sense of form and a fine 
texture, linear rather than harmonic.  It is tragic 
that he should have died when he was writing at 
the height of his powers and at a time when his 
gifts were beginning to receive recognition.  
Recognition will not cease now, for his work has 
permanent values’.1   Over forty year later, in a 
series of radio programmes entitled ‘Forgotten 
Reputations’, Amis warned that ‘Of all the 
musicians of the ’30s and ’40s … William Busch 
is the most likely to be forgotten’.2  The current 
release preserves an important part of his creative 
legacy and seeks to ensure that his music lives on. 

William Busch was born in London on 24 June 
1901.  He enjoyed early success as a concert 
pianist and several of his compositions feature his 
own instrument.  Early studies in America and 
Germany were followed by lessons with such 
leading British composers as Alan Bush, John 
Ireland and Bernard van Dieren.  As the 1930s 
progressed, he began to focus increasingly on 
composition and soon forged his own personal 
creative language.  This decade saw the first of 
his many songs, a widely acclaimed  Piano 
Concerto,3 and, on 1 June 1935, his marriage to 
Sheila, with whom he had two children, Nicholas 
1  John Amis, ‘Obituary’, The Musical Times (March 1945), p.94.  
2  First broadcast on 29 December 1989, on BBC Radio 3.
3  Lyrita SRCD320.

William Busch © Julia Busch
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 Var. 12-14
 Var. 15  poco più lento, con umore
12 Var. 16  meno mosso 4.35
 Var. 17  più lento, scherzoso
 Var. 18  molto espressivo
 Var. 19  Lento
 Var. 20  (con calore e passione)
 Var. 21  (cantando, meno passionate)
 Var. 22  Adagio, lacrimoso
 Var. 23  Largo, poco a poco rinforzando
13 Var. 24  con veemenza, bruscamente 2.44
 Var. 25  molto pesante, forzando
 Var. 26  Allegro molto
 Var. 27 
 Var. 28  Poco meno mosso, e pesante
   Total playing time 69.31
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brings melodic warmth at the work’s mid-point.  A rapid-fire, toccata-like Allegro molto 
precedes a sustained slow variation which begins and ends weightily but contains more 
flowing material in its middle section.  Virtuosity is required for the busy eleventh 
variation, while the twelfth strikes a more serious note.  A folk-like variation comes next, 
followed by an Andante con moto that displays emotional depth.  An Allegretto of graceful 
simplicity precedes the extended final variation, which is marked ‘Lento espressivo’ and 
contains a radiant central episode.  An imposing, unhurried Finale in the form of a 
stately passacaglia brings the piece to a considered and satisfying conclusion.  Rebecca 
Clarke’s natural melodic gifts are already in evidence throughout this score, which is 
enlivened by wit and charm and graced with an inner strength and poise.   

Rebecca Clarke met William Busch at various musical and social events from 1927 to 
1937, as documented in Busch’s diary, where he refers to her as ‘very nice’ and 

‘charming’.  On 13 July 1932, he mentions trying out a piece by Clarke and the following 
month, he received ‘good advice from Rebecca over her piece’.  On 30 August 1932, he 
refers to a recital broadcast on London Regional radio, where he ‘read Rebecca’s 
Clarke’s piece from the manuscript’.  The piece, which Busch was premiering, was a 
short work entitled Cortège that Clarke had written for Busch in 1930.  The constantly 
shifting chords create a gently exotic, Impressionistic atmosphere, while the underlying 
theme has an archaic air.  A climax of considerable emotional force is followed by a 
tender closing section in which the music gradually floats away.     

After her marriage on 23 September 1944 to the American pianist and composer James 
Friskin, Rebecca Clarke’s creativity subsided, though her husband tried to encourage 
her to produce a large-scale piece, such as another viola sonata.  When questioned 
about it by her friends and others, she would offer evasive comments, such as never 
being able to compose when she was in love.  

In the event, during her marriage she wrote only one original composition, the song, 
God made a Tree, to a text by the violinist Katharine Kendall and two arrangements.  Of 
these, one is a version of Down by the Salley Gardens for voice and violin and the other, 

‘He Hath filled the Hungry’, is a near-literal transcription for solo piano of the aria 
‘Esurientes implevit bonis’ from Johann Sebastian Bach’s Magnificat, BWV 243.  
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Though the score does not bear a date, the look of the paper is consistent with the 
manuscripts of the other pieces, which were written in the mid-1950s.  The work is 
characteristically grateful to play, the flowing lines falling easily under the fingers.  On 
the back of the manuscript there is a tantalising pencil-sketch of another projected Bach 
transcription for piano, ‘In dulci jubilo’, BWV 729.

Paul Conway, 2022

This article has been enhanced by access to prime material, generously supplied by Julia 
Busch and Christopher Johnson. 
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5 BUSCH  Gigue (1923) 1.19

 BUSCH  Theme, Variations and Fugue (1928) 14.57
6 Theme  Andante espessivo 5.55
 Var. 1  Allegretto
 Var. 2  Con moto
 Var. 3  Andante espressivo
 Var. 4  Allegretto
 Var. 5  Vivace, molto energico 
 Var. 6  Andante sostenuto
7 Var. 7  Allegretto grazioso 9.02
 Var. 8  Presto assai
 Var. 9  Andante
 Var. 10  Molto scherzando
 Fuga  Moderato – Maestoso – Tempo I 

8 CLARKE  Cortège (1930) For William Busch 5.39

9 CLARKE  ‘He Hath Filled The Hungry’ (mid 1950s) 3.20
 Transcription from JS Bach Magnificat BWV243

10 BUSCH  Intermezzo (1935) 3.08

 BUSCH  ‘Nicholas’ Variations (1942) 12.40
11 Theme Allegro energico, risolutamente e con brio 5.21
 Var. 1-2
 Var. 3  (molto staccato)
 Var. 4-5
 Var. 6  (marcato e staccato)
 Var. 7  poco grazioso
 Var. 8-10
 Var. 11  (misterioso)



SRCD 408 2

William Busch (1901-1945)
Rebecca Clarke (1886-1949)
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 CLARKE  Theme and Variations for Piano (c.1908) 23.43
1 Theme  Andante con moto 6.25
 Var. 1  Allegretto
 Var. 2  Largo
 Var. 3  Allegro
 Var. 4  Andante
 Var. 5  Allegro
 Var. 6  Andante 
 Var. 7  Presto
2 Var. 8  Andante con moto 10.49
 Var. 9  Allegro molto
 Var. 10  Largo
 Var. 11  Allegro molto 
 Var. 12  Grave
 Var. 13  Andante con moto
 Var. 14  Andante con moto
 Var. 15  Allegretto 
3 Var. 16  Lento espressivo 6.29
 Finale  Andante (Passacaglia)

4 BUSCH  Allegretto quasi Pastorale (1933) 4.38
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Simon Callaghan

A favourite artist at the internationally-renowned 
Husum Festival of Piano Rarities in Germany, 
Steinway Artist Simon Callaghan’s recent sell-
out recital drew praise from audience and critics, 
with the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung describing 
his “cleverly curated recital full of discoveries” 
(VAN Magazine) as “technically brilliant”.

Callaghan’s current repertoire includes over fifty 
concertos, highlights of the standard solo and 
chamber works of the 19th and 20th centuries, and 
much that is rare and unexplored. One cornerstone 
of Callaghan’s work is his commitment to British 
music, and he has recently begun a projected series 
with Lyrita, presenting world premiere recordings 
of British concertos with Martyn Brabbins and the 
BBC National Orchestra of Wales.  By the end of 
2023 he will have recorded four albums for 
Hyperion’s celebrated The Romantic Piano Concerto 
series.  Callaghan’s first disc for Hyperion, with the 

BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra, formed part of his successful PhD project at the 
Royal Northern College of Music.

Callaghan has also recorded for Somm, Resonus and EM Records, and has expanded 
his role to encompass performing and producing in an exciting association with Nimbus 
Records and The Lyrita Recorded Edition Trust.   His reputation and experience in 
chamber music led to his accepting the role of Director of Music at London’s celebrated 
Conway Hall, curating the longest-running series of its kind in Europe.

He counts among his most important teachers a trio of British masters:   Bernard 
Roberts, Yonty Solomon and Frank Wibaut.    www.simoncallaghan.com
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Rebecca Clarke caricature by Nagy 1932 
© Christopher Johnson

Rebecca Clarke in the 1920s 
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