
Elisabetta

BRUSA
Symphony No. 2

Simply Largo

Ulster Orchestra
Daniele Rustioni

WORLD PREMIERE RECORDINGS 



Italian-born Elisabetta Brusa graduated from the Milan 
Conservatory in 1980, going on to study in England with Peter 
Maxwell Davies and Hans Keller. In 1982 she won First Prize at 
the Washington International Competition for Composition in 
the string quartet category. The following year she was awarded 
fellowships by both the Fromm Music Foundation and The U.S.–
Italy Fulbright Commission to attend composition classes at the 
Tanglewood Music Center. From 1988 to 1990 she benefited from 
residencies at the MacDowell colony in the U.S., writing her first 

symphony at that time. She served as professor of composition 
and orchestration at the Milan Conservatory from 1985. 

Many of her works are for orchestra, with commissions, 
performances and broadcasts across Europe, North America, 
Australia and the Far East. Naxos has previously issued three 
volumes of her orchestral music, including her Symphony No. 
1 and the symphonic poem Merlin with the Royal Scottish 
National Orchestra conducted by Daniele Rustioni (8.573437). 
www.elisabettabrusa.it

I composed my first small piano piece at the age of four years 
and eight months on the piano my grandmother had hurriedly 
left in Milan, before the English side of my family had to flee 
on a very adventurous journey back to Britain the day after 
the Second World War was declared. My mother returned to 
Milan after the war to marry my Italian father, and so the first 
time I set foot in England was when I was eight months old. 
I have been coming back regularly evaer since, and for over 
40 years three times a year during the Conservatory holidays, 
both as a pupil and later as a teacher.

I have many interests and figurative art is the main 
one, closely followed by literature. I think all the arts are 
interconnected and they have influenced me very much – 
hopefully my music too. Being now retired from having taught 
39 years of composition and orchestration, 33 of which were 
at the Milan Conservatory, I am now able to dedicate more 
time to travelling both in mind and in person.

When I compose, I rely on my fantasy and the 
improvisation of musical ideas. I compose solely at the piano, 
like old fashioned composers used to do, and not at the 
desk or directly at the computer. I have to feel the music I 
compose, though I don’t actually have to hear the orchestra. 
I used to copy out my works and orchestrate them directly 
at the computer, but now I just do not have the wish nor the 
strength to do so anymore. I compose the main ideas with 
basic orchestration on around four or five staves with pencil 
and paper and once these have been transferred onto the 
computer by a copyist and printed out, I orchestrate the rest 
with a pencil directly on the sheets. However, composing is 
still hard work!

My musical ideas, notwithstanding the artifices of 
counterpoint and orchestration, development and variation, 
always try to express basic human emotions. The intellectual, 

the technical sides of composition for me are always at the 
service of empathy and communication. 

Symphonic thought lies behind all my works, whether 
they be a symphony, a symphonic poem, a string quartet, 
a sonata or a ‘song without words’. My two symphonies 
are both composed in a complex kind of sonata form. My 
harmonic thought is basically tonal, though my bass lines 
are sometimes independent and don’t generate the harmony 
above them. This gives a kind of darkness to the music, a 
rather turbulent emotion. The orchestration is also vital in 
colouring the difference between musical ideas.

Elisabetta Brusa

Symphony No. 2 (2000–10)

‘The Second Symphony,’ writes Elisabetta Brusa, ‘is 
dedicated to my husband, the conductor and teacher Gilberto 
Serembe. Unlike my First Symphony, which was written in just 
over two years (1988 to 1990) and dedicated to my teacher 
and mentor Hans Keller, this second was written over a much 
longer period of time, interrupted by other works and by life’s 
vicissitudes. It was premiered by the Ulster Orchestra in July 
2019.

‘Both symphonies follow a Classical four-movement form 
and are not inspired by any other musical, literary or visual 
work in particular. They are typical, abstract symphonies, 
different from my symphonic poems which always derive 
from some other artistic form of inspiration. A peculiarity of 
Symphony No. 2 is the writing of the brass section that is often 
pushed to the high or extreme range to shape the orchestral 
colour so that it communicates a particular tension. Obviously, 
this requires remarkable playing skill to sustain the sound that 
must always be well defined and never over-strained.’

Orchestral Works, Volume 4

As Elisabetta Brusa has described, the brass is 
certainly in evidence, right from the outset. The opening 
pages provide the important musical ideas for much that 
follows: the rhythmical punchy chords (underpinned by 
the crucial note G), the open-air fanfare figure (horns, then 
trumpet) and a downward-shaping melody (also horns and 
trumpet). The orchestral colours are soon enhanced with 
an additional rhythmical idea from the harp, glockenspiel, 
celesta and strings. Let the musical journey begin. 
Helpfully, those punchy chords provide great signposts 
along the way for this essentially sonata form movement 
– firstly for a development of the material (initially this 
moment seems to be the recapitulation, but we’re not 
fooled for long!), secondly for the real recapitulation of the 
material, and finally to mark a coda which climaxes in a 
confident G major.

The solemn tread of the second movement is enhanced 
by its rich harmonies, shifting slowly alongside lilting 
melodic lines that hint at those fanfare figures from the first 
movement. The tonality here is centred around D and the 
final goal is indeed a fortissimo unison D. Along the way 
the orchestral colours are enhanced by the vibraphone, 
xylophone and glockenspiel.

The jaunty triple-time Scherzo and Trio moves 
the tonality centre to B, its main theme launched by 
muted trumpets before it is taken over by the violins. 
Note once again the omnipresence of all the open fifths 
from the fanfare figure. The Trio maintains the fifths as 
accompanying figures for the little quaver tune shared 
between the upper strings. The Trio leads immediately 
to the finale’s distinctive opening bars, centred on G. 
Dominated by those open fifths, it’s impossible to avoid 
the references to both Bruckner and Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony. Before long there’s a new lilting episode (oboe 
and violins), becoming nicely off-beat, before the clarinets 
and upper strings sing out an important melody with a 
rhythmical accompaniment, reminding us once more of the 
first movement – not least when the fanfare seems to have 
been turned into a rising arpeggio figure. 

And just as in the symphony’s opening movement, the 
finale’s initial gesture recurs to signpost the movement’s 
progress, culminating in the final fortissimo and risoluto 
statement, underlining the tonality of G. Symphony No. 
2 was written over ten years from 2000 and only finally 
orchestrated in 2017. Worth waiting for.

Simply Largo, Op. 21 (2007)

Simply Largo offers an excellent introduction to the musical 
world of Elisabetta Brusa. From its quiet opening chord of C 
sharp minor and the seamless melodic writing for the upper 
strings, there’s a great clarity of texture and always a sense of 
real harmonic tension. The result is music which is intense and 
clearly deeply felt. As you listen, the shape of the piece seems 
quite clear-cut when the opening music returns, but as so often 
with this composer, that’s a false lead. It is actually the next return 
of the opening which eventually leads towards the final resolution 
in C sharp major – though not without an anguished fortissimo 
chord just before that. But let Elisabetta introduce her work:

‘Simply Largo, written for string orchestra, is a short “song 
without words”, full of sorrow. I dedicated it to Carlo Majer, an 
extremely cultured, brilliant and sophisticated friend who believed 
in my music from the time I first met him, back in 1989. Then, he 
was the artistic director of the Orchestra i Pomeriggi Musicali in 
Milan. Carlo became the youngest artistic director of any opera 
house in Italy at the age of 35, presiding at Turin’s Teatro Regio 
from 1991 to 1998. He went on to head the Teatro di San Carlo in 
Naples for three years before returning to full time involvement in 
the family business, as president and CEO of the Rhea Vendors 
Group, founded by his father. His sudden death last year at the 
age of 63 came as a great shock.

‘I think the music of Simply Largo speaks for itself. It’s one of 
several works of mine, each written in a single movement, their 
direction dictated by emotion without losing sight of technique 
and technical demands. The piece requires a delicate but rigorous 
interpretation which sustains a steady tempo but with a degree 
of plasticity. Written in 2007, the first performance was given in 
Padua on 8 March 2011 by the renowned Italian orchestra, I Solisti 
Veneti, under the baton of Claudio Scimone.’

Elisabetta Brusa and David Byers 
(Byersmusic.com)

As a young girl, Elisabetta’s mother fled from Milan to England 
and eventually worked in Bletchley Park as a linguist and analyst. 
She has been pictured in the same photograph as Alan Turing, 
though, as she told Elisabetta, she couldn’t remember having 
met him since no one was allowed to disclose what they did at 
that time. Elisabetta has set up a blog with her mother’s wartime 
memoirs, including all the photos she found after her mother’s 
death:

thegiocondachronicles.wordpress.com

Elisabetta BRUSA (b. 1954)



Ulster Orchestra
Founded in 1966, the Ulster Orchestra is at the forefront of musical life in Northern Ireland, and in 2019–20 Daniele Rustioni 
became chief conductor. The Orchestra performs around 40 concerts a year in its home, the Ulster Hall, and the Waterfront Hall, 
Belfast. With a mission to enrich the lives of people living in Northern Ireland, those visiting, and those who encounter it through 
international touring and regular radio/TV broadcasts with the BBC, the Orchestra strives for excellence in all it undertakes, be 
it concert performances, learning and community engagement programmes or creative collaborations. An important aspect 
of the Ulster Orchestra’s work across Northern Ireland is its annual touring programme, which brings orchestral music to the 
heart of communities across the region. The Ulster Orchestra’s Learning and Community Engagement programme connects the 
Orchestra with communities and individuals across Northern Ireland, both as audiences and participants. All the Orchestra’s 
musicians work on activities including Relaxed Performances for people with additional needs, mentoring/coaching for players 
at all stages and the Crescendo project, the Orchestra’s community-led residency project for children from disadvantaged areas 
in North and West Belfast. www.ulsterorchestra.org.uk 

Daniele Rustioni
Daniele Rustioni is one of the most compelling conductors of both opera and symphonic works of his generation. Principal 
conductor of Opéra National de Lyon since September 2017, Rustioni has served as chief conductor of the Ulster Orchestra 
since the 2019–20 season. He was principal conductor of the Orchestra della Toscana between 2014 and 2020 and has 
previously held posts at the Mikhailovsky Theatre in St Petersburg and Teatro Petruzzelli in Bari. In 2013 Rustioni received 
the International Opera Award in the Newcomer (Conductor or Director) category. He is in demand worldwide as a versatile 
conductor of symphonic music, and has conducted all the major Italian symphony orchestras as well as appearing as a regular 
guest of the most prestigious orchestras in the UK, Germany, France, Switzerland and the US. Maestro Rustioni has been 
engaged by many of the major international opera houses including the Bayerische Staatsoper, Teatro alla Scala, Teatro Regio 
di Torino, Teatro La Fenice, the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, Opernhaus Zürich, Staatsoper Stuttgart, Opéra Bastille 
and the Metropolitan Opera. 
www.danielerustioni.com



Symphonic thought is at the heart of Elisabetta Brusa’s oeuvre, whether in larger forms or solo 
instrumental works. As with the composer’s Symphony No. 1 (8.573437), the Symphony No. 2 follows a 
Classical four-movement form with harmonies that are essentially tonal and richly coloured. Emotions 
are vivid and the rhythms are punchy and passionate whether in fanfare figures or in the beautiful 
solemnity of the slow movement. Simply Largo is a short ‘song without words’ with a seamless melodic 
clarity that reflects Brusa’s power to summon up great expressive depth.
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Orchestral Works, Volume 4
 Symphony No. 2 (2000–10, orchestrated 2017)  38:45
1 I. Allegro rapsodico 12:26
2 II. Andante solenne 9:55
3  III. Scherzo – Trio – 8:45
4 IV. Allegro risoluto 7:39

5 Simply Largo, Op. 21 (2007)  13:47

WORLD PREMIERE RECORDINGS

Ulster Orchestra
Daniele Rustioni


