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Isaac Albeniz Chants d’Espagne Op.232 (trans. Watt)
Joaquin Rodrigo Ivocacion y Danza (Homenaje a Manuel de Falla)

Antonio Jose Sonata para guitarra
Manuel de Falla Homenaje pour le tombeau de Claude Debussy

Francisco Tarrega Capriccio Arabe

This is an excellent recording, in every sense… my appreciation to Ian Watt this is a guitarist about whom 
we will be hearing a lot in the future.”  Zane Turner musicweb-international.com

"Guitarist Ian Watt offers a lively Spanish program... Watt plays this difficult program superbly." 
Paul Turok, Turok's Choice NY
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Ian Watt

McLeod Fantasy on themes from ‘Gloriana’  

Britten Nocturnal  Walton Bagatelles  
Wilson Dreammusic  Dowland 
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IAN WATT
1 John Dowland (1563-1626) Preludium, P. 98 1.33

 John McLeod (b. 1934)
2 Fantasy on themes from Britten’s ‘Gloriana’ (2012) *  8.32

 Dowland 
3 The Earl of Essex, his Galliard, P. 42a 1.58
4 Queene Elizabeth, her Galliard, P. 41 1.21

 William Walton (1902-1983)
5 - 9 Five Bagatelles (1971)  14.56
 I Allegro – II Lento – III Alla cubana 
 IV [Untitled] – V Con slancio

10-11 Dowland  Two Fancyes, P.5 & P.6 5.50

12 Thomas Wilson (1927-2001) Dreammusic (1980) * 10.46

13 Dowland Semper Dowland semper dolens, P.9 4.30

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)
 Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70  17.54
14 Musingly - Very agitated – Restless - Uneasy
15 March-like - Dreaming - Gently rocking
16 Passacaglia - Air ’Come Heavy Sleep’  

 *World Premiere Recording Total playing time  67.30
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As well as his performances on BBC Radio, Watt was featured in a BBC 2 television 
competition in 2007 which included a performance of Rodrigo’s Concierto de Aranjuez in the 
finals and his performances have also been seen and heard on television and radio stations in 
the USA, Austria and Holland.  In addition to silver medal at the Parkening, Watt’s awards 
and prizes include 1st prize (and the audience and junior jury prizes) at the Heinsberg 
International Guitar Competition 2011, 1st prize at the ‘Westfalian Guitar Spring’ International 
Competition 2010 and 2nd prize at the Vienna International Guitar Competition ‘Homage to 
Karl Scheit’ 2010.

His debut album, Invocación – Impressions of Spain, was released by Nimbus Alliance in 
November 2011 and described by Musicweb International as ‘...outstanding...excellent in every 
sense’.  

Ian Watt’s website  www.ianwattguitarist.com

For more information on John McLeod:  http://www.johnmcleod.uk.com/
For more information on Thomas Wilson:  http://www.thomaswilsoncomposer.co.uk/

Ian Watt would like to thank both the Britten-Pears Foundation and Creative Scotland for 
their generous support in the commissioning of Fantasy on themes from Britten’s ’Gloriana’ 

by John McLeod.  http://www.brittenpears.org/  http://www.creativescotland.com/

The guitar used on this recording was built by Karl-Heinz Römmich (2011) and fitted with 
D’Addario EXP45 strings.

Recorded 1 & 2 October 2012 by Nimbus Records at Wyastone Leys, Monmouth, UK
 Cover photo: Pierre Guillemin Photographie

© 2013 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2013 Wyastone Estate Limited
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eventually giving way to an explosion of loud scales (constructed of various inversions, 
transpositions and distortions of the ground bass) from which the resolving E major chord 
finally emerges. Only when the bass motif regains control by returning to its original C-E 
descent does the piece allow for Britten’s transcription of Dowland’s original song to draw the 
work to its conclusion.

Nocturnal is widely considered to be one of the greatest works for the guitar and undoubtedly 
crowned the instrument’s acceptance as a concert instrument.  The piece also represented a 
defining moment in the career of Julian Bream, the instigator of this masterpiece, and quite 
possibly the greatest guitarist of the 20th century.

© 2013 Ian Watt 

Ian Watt
Described as ‘a star in the ascendant’, Ian Watt was born in Aberdeenshire, Scotland and first 
came to international attention when, at 18, he was awarded 2nd prize (silver medal) at the 
2009 Parkening International Guitar Competition (USA), the world’s preeminent guitar 
competition.  Since then, he has appeared as a recitalist throughout the world, performing in 
the USA, China, Germany, Czech Republic, Hungary, Ukraine, Denmark, Holland, Estonia, 
Belgium as well as at home in the UK. 

A keen advocate of contemporary music, Watt took part in Peter Maxwell Davies’ 75th 
birthday celebration concerts in Glasgow in November 2009, giving a performance of the 
rarely heard ‘Dark Angels’ song cycle for voice and guitar in the composer’s presence. He has 
since collaborated with composers Rory Boyle and most recently John McLeod, whose Guitar 
Concerto (dedicated to Watt and the composer’s first work for the instrument) he premiered 
in March 2010. He also premiered McLeod’s two solo guitar works, Three Impromptus and 
Fantasy on themes from Britten’s Gloriana, in 2012. 
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As the lute began its gradual descent into obscurity in the 18th century, the guitar began a 
process of fairly rapid development, both in its technique and construction.  But despite a 
number of outstanding performers, the 19th century did not produce a masterpiece for the 
instrument; nor did it attract – with only the occasional and rather insignificant exception – 
the attention of any great composers.  Indeed, guitar music of this period was composed 
almost exclusively by performers, and although they composed some fine pieces, one is often 
left with the feeling that they were trying to prove the guitar’s capabilities in an age which had 
entirely the wrong aesthetic framework. 

The advent of modernism changed this, and in 1918, Falla’s ¡Homenaje! Pour le tombeau de 
Claude Debussy proved that the guitar could be a suitable tool for a new generation of 
composers looking to explore uncharted territory.  Along with this came the rise of guitar 
virtuosos, the most famous of whom was the Spaniard Andres Segovia, the first guitarist to 
achieve world-wide fame through his constant touring, recording and commissioning of a 
remarkable number of new works.  It  was however only in the 1950s that the guitar began to 
attract composers of real stature, very largely due to the tremendous artistry of the great 
British guitarist, Julian Bream.

Of all of the composers to write for Bream, perhaps the most important – at least as far as the 
instrument is concerned – was Benjamin Britten.  As one of the towering musical geniuses of 
his age, Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70, elevated the guitar’s status in the musical world, 
proving the instrument’s suitability for music of complexity, sophistication and originality. 
With this in mind, it is a remarkable coincidence that 2013 happens to be, along with Britten’s 
centenary, the 50th anniversary of Nocturnal, the 450th birthday of John Dowland and the 
80th birthday of Julian Bream. In  an attempt to mark all of these events, this recording 
presents, along with the Britten, three important works which span the fifty years which have 
followed it -  Walton’s Five Bagatelles, Thomas Wilson’s Dreammusic, and John McLeod’s 
Fantasy on themes from Britten’s Gloriana, the latter composed specifically to mark Britten’s 
centenary – alongside short pieces by John Dowland.  Both the Wilson and the McLeod are 
featured here in their premiere recordings.  
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Considered by some to be the greatest lutenist in history, the known details of the life of John 
Dowland (1563-1626) are rather scant.  He was probably born in London (claims by W. H. 
Gratton Flood that he was Irish have never been positively verified) and it is known that he 
went to Paris with Sir Henry Cobham in 1580 and converted to Catholicism there before 
returning to England in order to marry and attain a degree from Oxford.  In 1594 Dowland left 
his wife and child in London and embarked on a substantial journey which took him to the 
courts of the Duke of Brunswick and the Landgrave of Hesse, before moving on to Italy in the 
hope of studying with the famous lutenist, Luca Marenzio, in Rome.  During the journey he 
made contact with English Catholic exiles who were involved in potential plots against the 
Queen and, fearing that his (almost certainly innocent) association with them would be 
tantamount to treason, turned back before reaching Rome, writing along the way the famous 
letter to Sir Robert Cecil which remains the most informative primary source on Dowland’s 
life that we know of.  He was appointed to the Danish Court of King Christian IV, from which 
he was dismissed in 1606 (he grossly overspent his very high salary -  higher than that of any 
other musician at court), returning immediately to London. Although Dowland’s 
compositional output appears to have dried up after 1612 when he was appointed as lutenist 
at the court of James I, many of his works (particularly his songs) were published and 
re-printed in numerous editions - such was the popularity of his music. 

The Preludium which begins the programme is the only known piece with that title by 
Dowland and has survived in the Margaret Board Lute Book.  Short and improvisatory the 
piece is imbued with a melancholic lyricism. The Galliards presented here are two of 
Dowland’s most famous, The Right and Honourable Earl of Essex, his Galliard, and Most 
Sacred Queene Elizabeth, her Galliard.  It is thought that the former was first conceived in its 
song form, Can She Excuse, whose text bears a striking similarity to a love poem by Robert 
Devereux, the Earl of Essex. Only the consort version, published as part of Lachrimæ or seaven 
teares in 1604, bears the title by which the instrumental piece is now known. The Queen 
Elizabeth Galliard only became known as such in 1610, after the Virgin Queen had died, 
having previously been known as ‘K. Darcyes Galliard’.  
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It was therefore only natural that he would write pieces based on themes by those composers 
and in the case of Dowland take that inspiration directly from his lute-songs.   Britten went 
on to produce two such works, firstly Lachrymae, reflections on a song of John Dowland for 
viola and piano, Op. 48 in 1950 and secondly, at the request of Julian Bream who premiered 
the work, Nocturnal after John Dowland, in 1963. The latter is based on one of Dowland’s most 
famous airs, the first Flow my tears and the second Come Heavy Sleep, and its construction 
can be best described as variations on a theme which is not stated until the end. The original 
song has two strains, the second of which is repeated, but in Nocturnal, Britten leaves the 
repeat incomplete, allowing it to fall away before the introduction of the next contrasting 
variation, each of which incorporates a distorted version of the air, at times emphasising the 
original melodic shape or developing elements of the accompaniment. 
 
The first variation, Musingly, is an improvisatory play on Dowland’s theme which establishes 
some of the bi-tonal harmonic characteristics of the work, as well as the ‘falling away’ of the 
second strain repeat.  The molto perpetuo figurations of the second variation, Very agitated, 
clearly retain the harmonic structure of the opening, this time realising it in a succession of 
rapid arpeggios disrupted by loud, crashing chords.  The third, Restless, is built upon an 
antiphony between melodies above and below the accompanying fourths which are played on 
the second and third strings.  Uneasy features flurries of notes, crashing chords and rapid 
tremolandi whose chaotic nature is followed by the steady rhythm of the fifth variation, 
March-like, which is built upon open string chords whilst the melody, almost an inversion of 
the air’s original, is played on the 1st and 6th strings in double octaves.  Dreaming juxtaposes 
chordal material representing the air with answering phrases in artificial harmonics and 
Gently rocking is notable for its use of two staves with different key signatures (a practice 
already common to the piano but at that time new to the guitar), one with rapid tremolandi 
which follows the contours of the air, and the other with the accompanying bell-like open 
strings.  The climax of the piece occurs in the extended Passacaglia, its ground bass being 
taken from the alto line of the air’s first phrase, in which Britten exploits the guitar’s complete 
full melodic range, as well as its variety of colour and dynamics.  This dramatic prolonged 
crescendo, with its relentless ground bass never letting go, eventually bursts into rapid 
pizzicato runs which are followed by another crescendo, this time of chordal clusters,  
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As with the Britten featured on the disc, Dreammusic is an attempt to express musically a 
constantly changing and developing dream-like state. The piece beings with an F played on 
the fifth string bent up a semi-tone and back down again (almost in the manner of a blues 
guitarist). This effect establishes a seemingly paradoxical mood of both tranquillity and 
unease, suggestive of the two opposing characters that later emerge in the work, one calm and 
‘comfortable’ and the other brittle, apprehensive and edgy.  These moods are established in 
clearly defined contrasting sections which are counterbalanced by sonorous six note chords, 
described by the composer as being ‘like pillars of the universe’.  Although the two musical 
ideas initially possess independent, clear-cut identities, as the piece progresses the sections 
become shorter and the two characters become less obvious, culminating in a chorale-like 
passage which precedes the re-introduction of the original bending motif, this time in A and 
interspersed with short, rapid, whispering figures.  The apparent resolution of the short coda 
is in the end questioned by a final whispering motif, leaving the piece, in a sense, ‘open-ended’.  

The composer himself described the work as:
‘...not programmatic however but an interest in what would happen musically 
if two quite different expressive states collide.  The two ideas run into each 
other, interpret each other, in the kind of irrational ways that dreams happen.  
The attempt in the music is to convey this.’

Dreammusic is outstanding for its masterful construction, craftsmanship and wealth of 
melodic invention. Phillip Thorne commented that the piece required no editing – a notable 
achievement for a composer who doesn’t play the guitar – and that the score’s detailed 
instructions reflect the clarity of the composer’s conception and should be strictly observed 
if the inherent tonal characteristics envisaged by him are to be fully realised.

A prodigious genius, Benjamin Britten (1913-1976), both as a composer and a man, placed 
great valued on heritage and roots.  He was therefore keenly aware of his country’s rich 
musical heritage and the two composers with whom he felt perhaps the keenest sympathy 
were Henry Purcell and John Dowland.  
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Dowland composed a number of free-form polyphonic lute ‘fancyes’. The two included in this 
programme are particularly succinct examples, largely avoiding the advanced chromaticism 
of some of the more substantial ones which translate rather less well onto the guitar.   The 
pavan, Semper Dowland semper dolens, is one of Dowland’s most beautiful instrumental 
works and eloquently expresses the melancholy which supposedly epitomised Dowland’s 
character.  

Born and educated in Aberdeen and following a period in the RAF, John McLeod (b. 1934) 
studied clarinet, piano and composition at the Royal Academy of Music (the latter with Sir 
Lennox Berkeley) and for over 30 years has been at the forefront of contemporary Scottish 
music.  He is one of the UK’s busiest and most prolific composers. 

McLeod’s first work for guitar was the Guitar Concerto, Op. 55, commissioned jointly by the 
New Edinburgh, Glasgow Chamber and Aberdeen Sinfonietta orchestras and performed by 
them with Ian Watt as soloist in 2010.  The work received wide critical acclaim and went on 
to be nominated for a 2010 British Composer Award. Two years later, in 2012, McLeod 
produced his first works for solo guitar, Three Impromptus and the piece featured on this disc, 
Fantasy on themes from Britten’s ‘Gloriana’, commissioned by Ian Watt with generous support 
from Creative Scotland and the Britten-Pears Foundation. The conception of the work began 
with an idea that McLeod mark Britten’s centenary by writing a work for guitar based on a 
theme by that composer, much as Britten had done with Nocturnal.  With Dowland’s 450th 
anniversary coinciding with Britten’s centenary, not to mention the Queen’s jubilee in 2012, 
Gloriana – with both its plot taking place in the court of Elizabeth I and the fact it was 
composed to mark the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 – presented him with a rather 
appropriate if not topical choice.  

The work begins with a theme taken from Act III in which the Queen, as she decides on the 
fate of the Earl of Essex, exclaims ‘It is I who have to rule!’.  McLeod follows this with  material 
taken from the Prelude to Act III before introducing one of the opera’s most beautiful and 
lyrical themes, featured initially in the Ensemble of Reconciliation (Act I) and used 
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throughout the opera to symbolise the devotion of the people to their Queen.  But the Fantasy 
is not merely a ‘potpourri’ of themes taken from the opera.  From the opening bar, Britten’s 
theme is underwritten by McLeod’s own brand of angular harmony and his dynamic, 
orchestral style is particularly evident in the following developmental section, which features 
distorted versions of the previous material, weaving them into an almost schizophrenic 
interlude. This clearly establishes the antagonistic conflict between the two composers’ styles 
which sustains the piece, perhaps mirroring the stormy relationship of Elizabeth and Essex 
which is of course the basis of the opera. This is followed by the central section of the work, 
in which three of the dances from Act II, Morris Dance, Pavane and La Volta, carry on the 
combative attitude, with McLeod continually trying to break through Britten’s thematic 
material and reaching a climax only at the end of La Volta before making way for a resolution 
in which the theme of reconciliation is restated.  Even here, McLeod creates the feeling that 
the two musical characters have not yet settled their differences by re-introducing the 
opening theme, ‘It is I who have to rule!’, a reigniting of the duel being narrowly avoided only 
by the intervention of the eerie harmonics (this time, the final statement of the theme of 
reconciliation) and arpeggiated chords which draw the work to its conclusion.  

Prior to the success of Britten’s Peter Grimes in 1945, William Walton (1902-1983) was 
considered the pre-eminent British composer of his generation.  Despite showing occasional 
signs of envy at being slightly eclipsed by the success of Britten, Walton readily recognised his 
younger contemporary’s genius.  Indeed, his song cycle for tenor and guitar, Anon. in Love, 
written in 1960 for Peter Pears and Julian Bream, is often considered as being Walton’s first of 
four musical homages to Britten.

Five Bagatelles was composed for Julian Bream in 1971 and premiered by him the following 
year.  The set remains one of the most highly regarded musical achievements of Walton’s later 
years, and despite an attractive musical language, which befits the work’s title, the technical 
difficulty of some of the pieces remains particularly challenge for guitarists to this day..  
Nevertheless, these pieces represent one of the most ingenious applications of a (non-
guitarist) composer’s musical language to the guitar, and a truly ‘orchestral’ language at that.  
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The angular, percussive and dramatic writing of first and fifth (Allegro and Con slancio) 
Bagatelles evoke Walton’s First Symphony. This orchestral conception – later fully realised in 
his orchestrated version of the piece, Varii Capricci – is evident in an ingenious use of open 
strings in the louder, more resonant passages, suggesting orchestral tuttis or thundering brass.  
This is contrasted by a greater emphasis on stopped chords in others sections where a 
mellower, quasi-woodwind tonality is created.  The second Bagatelle, Lento, is a languid, 
elegant waltz built upon a hypnotic bass, and as with the first, orchestral instrumentation is 
skilfully suggested by chordal spacing, articulation and placement of melody.  Alla cubana, 
the third of the Bagatelles, is the most ‘southern’ of the pieces in the set and perhaps reflects 
Walton’s love of the Mediterranean, the tonal characteristics of the guitar providing the 
composer with an ideal means of exploring this.   The fourth Bagatelle, which is untitled, 
reveals, in the II-V-I harmonic progression of the main figure, the jazz influence which 
coloured much of Walton’s writing and which, along with a creative use of both natural and 
artificial harmonics, results in a delicate miniature of exquisite beauty.  This momentary 
pause for reflection is soon interrupted by the fortissimo opening of the fifth, Con slancio, a 
thrilling and triumphant tour-de-force for the guitar.

Thomas Wilson (1927-2001) was born in the USA to Scottish parents who returned to the UK 
shortly afterwards, settling in Glasgow.  He was educated at St. Mary's College, Aberdeen and 
after serving in the RAF from 1945-48 read Music at the University of Glasgow, where he 
accepted a teaching post in 1957.  Wilson was appointed reader in 1971 and awarded his own 
Chair in 1977.

In addition to a large and varied body of compositions, Wilson was a prolific composer of 
guitar music including Three Pieces, Soliloquy, Coplas Del Ruiseñor, Cancion, the Guitar 
Concerto and the piece featured in this programme, Dreammusic, the composer’s fifth and 
last work for guitar solo - the concerto was composed fifteen years later. Completed in June 
1980, Dreammusic was composed for and dedicated to Phillip Thorne, who collaborated 
closely with the composer during the creative process.  The work was premiered by Thorne 
at the 1980 Edinburgh Festival and published soon after by Bèrben.
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1 Dowland  Preludium 1.33
2 McLeod  Fantasy on themes from Britten’s ‘Gloriana’ (2012) *  8.32
3-4 Dowland  Galliards : The Earl of Essex, and Queene Elizabeth 3.19
5-9 Walton  Five Bagatelles  14.56
10-11 Dowland  Two Fancyes 5.50
12 Wilson  Dreammusic (1980) * 10.46
13 Dowland  Semper Dowland semper dolens 4.30
14-16  Britten  Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70  17.54
 

 * World Premiere Recording Total playing time  67.30

It is a remarkable coincidence that 2013 happens to be, along with Britten’s 
centenary, the 50th anniversary of Nocturnal, the 450th birthday of John Dowland 
and the 80th birthday of Julian Bream. In  an attempt to mark all of these events, 
this recording presents, along with the Britten, three important works which span 
the fifty years which have followed it -  Walton’s Five Bagatelles, Thomas Wilson’s 
Dreammusic, and John McLeod’s Fantasy on themes from Britten’s Gloriana, the 
latter composed specifically to mark Britten’s centenary, alongside short pieces by 
John Dowland.


