
Maxwell Davies (b. 1934) 

An Orkney Wedding with Sunrise featuring Paul Hodgins, Bagpipe  

 

Peter Maxwell Davies—Max to his friends, Sir Peter to you, and, since 

2004 Master of the Queen’s Music—has been a major musical presence 

in Britain, Europe and America for decades. A child of Manchester, the 

prodigy began to attract the attention of musical professionals in his 

early teens, won the support of some big names, Benjamin Britten and 

Aaron Copland among them, studied at Harvard with Roger Sessions, served as composer 

in residence at Adelaide University in the mid-60s and later studied in Rome. With his 

chamber ensemble, The Fires of London, his Eight Songs for a Mad King of 1968 

shocked American audiences when released in 1973 by Nonesuch Records, for its 

outrageous parody of Handel’s Messiah and its extreme five-octave demand on the 

baritone-actor Roy Hart.  

 

Extremely prolific, Maxwell Davies has composed for every format, from fresh 

arrangements of English renaissance and baroque composers, to operas, symphonies, 

concertos, choral music and avant-garde theater pieces. The large discography of his 

music includes Isaac Stern’s 1986 recording of his Concerto for Violin with André Previn 

and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. He has conducted numerous major orchestras in 

Britain, the US and on the continent, recorded many as conductor himself, and runs 

music festivals, including in the village he now calls home on the mostly flat Orkney 

island of Sanday, off the windswept northern coast of Scotland. 

 

Composed in 1985, to a Boston Pops commission, An Orkney Wedding and Sunrise 

cannot avoid suggesting inspiration in the Jean Sibelius tone poem, Night Ride and 

Sunrise. The nightrider spurring on his horse in the Sibelius is here replaced by a 

wedding party on the island of Hoy, the harrowing ride itself now by an increasingly 

inebriated crowd of revelers.  

~Scott MacClelland 

 

Schumann (1810-1856) 

Cello Concerto in A Minor, Op. 129 

Nicht zu schnell 

Langsam 

Sehr lebhaft 

 

Schumann’s affinity for the cello—he played the instrument for a 

time—manifested itself in this concerto and three delightful works 

found in the cello and piano repertoire: Fantasy Pieces, Op. 73, Adagio and Allegro, Op. 

70 and Five Pieces in Folk style, Op. 102. Schumann dashed off the concerto in two-

weeks during October 1850, a period of manic creativity following his arrival, from 

Dresden, a month earlier in provincial Düsseldorf as the town’s new music director. (That 

civic practice continues to this day in many German cities.) Immediately afterward, he 

wrote the “Rhenish” Symphony, celebrating his new position in the land of the Riesling 

grape and its fruity aromatic wine. Though published in 1854, the concerto would not be 



heard until 1860, four years after Schumann’s death, in celebration of the 50
th

 anniversary 

of his birth. 

 

The composer preferred to call it Konzertstück (concert piece, rather than concerto) for 

cello with orchestral accompaniment. The cello part is continually seductive, with almost 

no bravura writing, and the orchestra never overpowers the soloist. With his aversion to 

applause interrupting movements of a work, he asks the performers to play the three 

movements without a pause. At its first entrance in the opening movement (Not too fast) 

the cello sings a melancholy long-limbed melody, interrupted by an orchestral tutti, 

which then gives way to conversational discourse and banter between the two, recalling 

material already heard and introducing new ideas in a largely ruminating, formally 

innovative development. The movement ends quietly, inconclusively as it elides into the 

brief F Major Langsam (Slow.) Material from the opening of the first movement appears 

on the winds in its closing moments before the cavorting final rondo (Very lively) jumps 

into view. Counterpoint and development emerge in its center, leading with muscle to an 

accompanied, fully composed cello cadenza, and a summarizing finish in A Major. 

 

For all of his confident originality as a composer, Schumann was a thin-skinned and 

ineffectual conductor who frustrated whatever discipline the Düsseldorf orchestra had 

achieved under his predecessor. His pianist wife, Clara, was anything but insecure, but 

she was unable to effectively protect him, and, in exasperation, partly fueled by fits of 

paranoia and hallucinations, he cancelled his contract less than four months before 

imagined songs of angels and demonic visions led him down to the Rhine, in February 

1854, where he jumped from a bridge into the river. Rescued by fishermen, he asked to 

be placed in an asylum where he died a little more than two years later. 

~Scott MacClelland 

 

Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

Symphony No.3 in A minor, Op.56, "Scottish" (1842)  
 
Musical genius is an elusive, unpredictable commodity, especially 

when it is manifested during adolescence. Comparing the 

somewhat similar cases of Mozart and Mendelssohn serves to 

affirm this comment. Mendelssohn had already composed some of 

his finest works, notably the Midsummer Night's Dream Overture 

and the Octet for strings, by the time he was seventeen. By contrast, Mozart at a 

similar age (1773) had not composed a single work that is now considered a major 

one. Mendelssohn was a favorite of his age and went from triumph to triumph - 

although composition soon had to share the young genius' gifts with his other 

activities, such as conducting, concertizing, and entrepreneurship. Yet today 

Mendelssohn, if not forgotten, is generally neglected, often disparaged. But we 

scarcely need the proliferation of "Mostly  

Mozart" festivals to remind us of the reverence and awe in which Mozart, after 200 

years, is held today.  

Mendelssohn's "Scottish" Symphony had its inspiration in the twenty-year-old 

musician's first holiday journey to Scotland, that picturesque and storied land. The time 



was 1829-30, and Mendelssohn had just finished a rigorous concert season during which 

he had conducted that historic performance of Bach's St. Matthew Passion. This 

performance instigated the great Bach renaissance of the 19th century. Mendelssohn had 

journeyed to England for an exhausting season of performance (piano) and conducting. 

The visual inspiration for the "Scottish" Symphony, and perhaps some of the thematic 

ideas, were immediate results of this early journey. Serious work on the Symphony was 

delayed almost twelve years, however, and the piece was not completed until 1842. It 

was dedicated to the young Queen Victoria, one of Mendelssohn's most fervent 

admirers. The four movements are played without pause.  

1. Andante can moto/Allegro un poco agitato  

The prefatory Andante opens with a somber theme which conjures up the ruined chapel 

of the Holyrood Palace, itself redolent of the tragic Mary, Queen of Scots. Certain 

traces of the Holyrood theme may be detected in the Allegro which follows and 

constitutes the body of the first movement. The Holyrood theme closes the movement, 

acting as a bridge to the Scherzo which follows.  

 

2. Vivace non troppo  

Surprisingly, this scherzo movement is cast in a terse sonata design and lacks the traditional Trio 

section. The movement uses the pentatonic (five-tone) scale and the "Scotch snap" (short-long) 

rhythm, both folk elements that Mendelssohn is said to have disparaged.  

 

3. Adagio  

This is a broad, flowing slow movement which grows out of the opening nine measures.  

 

4. Allegro vivacissimo  

Originally captioned Allegro guerriero (fast, warlike), this finale merits such a bellicose 

designation, as the two subjects of the sonata design compete in sharp contrast. 

Mendelssohn employs the cyclic design used in so many symphonies of the period when he 

brings back the Holyrood theme of the introduction, but cast in the major mode, for closure, 

thus bringing the music around full circle.  

  

~ Louise Cuyler 


