Sir George Dyson (1883‒1964)
SOMMCD 0622-2

The Open Window

Sir
George Dyson

Complete Music for Piano

Simon Callaghan, Clíodna Shanahana piano
CD 1				

[56:03]

CD 2			

n

[45:55]

1 - 3 Concerto Leggiero for two pianos*a 26:26

1 - 3 My Birthday

6:11

4 - bm The Open Window* 		

10:13

4 - bq Twelve Easy Pieces*

7:08

bo - bn Primrose Mount		

2:32

br - bs Prelude and Ballet

5:10

bt - cs Epigrams

bo - br Bach’s Birthday		

3:51
12:54

bo - bs Untitled Piano Piece*		0:46

ct - dl Three Wartime Epigrams 5:45

bt - co Six Lyrics*		10:47

dm - dp Four Twilight Preludes 10:04

*First recordings

Recorded at The Menuhin Hall, Stoke d'Abernon on January 17-18, 2020
Producer: Siva Oke
Recording Engineer: Paul Arden-Taylor
Piano: Steinway Model 'D' Second Piano: Fazioli F278
Design: Andrew Giles
Booklet Editor: Michael Quinn

DDD

© &  2020 SOMM RECORDINGS · THAMES DITTON · SURREY · ENGLAND
Made in the EU

The Open Window
Complete Music
for Piano

n
Includes Five
First Recordings

Simon Callaghan
piano
Clíodna Shanahan
piano

CD 1 [56:03]

CD 2 [45:55]

Concerto Leggiero for piano solo with
orchestra arr. for second piano [26:26]
1 I Allegro		11:25
2 II Andante		 7:34
3 III Vivace		 7:26

Bach’s Birthday*
bo Comodo
bp Cantabile
bq Allegretto
br Vivace possibile

The Open Window
[10:13]
4 Field and Wood		 1:52
5 Swallows		 0:37
6 Gentle Rain		 1:11
7 Fair		 0:47
8 Passers-by		 0:58
9 The Patrol		 1:19
bl The Green		 1:35
bm Evensong		 1:50

bs Untitled Piano Piece 0:46
Six Lyrics
bt March
bu Melody
cl Folk-Dance
cm Waltz
cn Intermezzo
co Mazurka

bn Primrose Mount*		 2:32
This recording is generously supported
by The Dyson Trust.
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[5:10]
0:47
1:44
1:16
1:21

[10:47]
1:43
2:34
1:24
1:38
1:32
1:54

My Birthday*
1 Delicately
2 Brightly
3 Quietly

[6:11]
2:05
1:27
2:38

Twelve Easy Pieces
4 Mazurka
5 Waltz
6 Scotch Snap
7 Dance
8 Melody
9 Lullaby
bl Air
bm Song
bn Legato Study
bo Scale Study
bp Five finger Study
bq Study in Canon

[7:08]
0:30
0:39
0:31
0:27
0:48
0:40
0:45
0:37
0:42
0:27
0:26
0:32

Prelude and Ballet*
br Prelude
bs Ballet

[3:51]
1:48
2:02

Epigrams*
bt A capriccio
bu All’improviso
cl Sostenuto
cm Ritmico
cn Cantabile
co Sonore
cp Di ballo
cq Grazioso
cr Con fuoco
cs Alla capella

[12:54]
0:50
0:56
1:33
0:42
2:12
2:08
0:54
0:35
1:31
1:28

Three Wartime Epigrams* [5:45]
ct An Autograph
1:55
cu Con moto tranquillo
2:18
dl Sostenuto ed espressivo 1:31
Four Twilight Preludes*
dm Tranquillo
dn A capriccio
do Grazioso
dp Sostenuto
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[10:04]
2:30
2:20
2:04
3:08
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iving conditions in the Dyson household were tough. George Dyson was
born in 1883 to a father who worked in a Halifax forge and a mother
employed in a textile factory. There was no hot running water, lighting was
by gas, and in order for the outdoor toilet not to freeze in winter a candle was
left burning. But Dyson’s parents were determined to give their son every
opportunity to develop his obvious musical interests, and being musical
themselves, they had a cottage piano in the house.
The Baptist church, of which they were ardent members and sang in the
choir, was another source of musical stimulation, its relatively new organ
inspiring Dyson to want to play. Dyson’s own recollection of this period
shows how important the piano was: “We played everything we could get
hold of, originals or arrangements, because unless we played we could not
listen. I remember playing through all the Beethoven violin sonatas with
a violinist friend, more than once, at one sitting. We played all the piano
classics, and endless arrangements of overtures and symphonies”. There
was no radio, and the rare visits to hear the Hallé Orchestra under Hans
Richter left him so aurally bewildered that he needed to play these works
himself to get to know them.

‘drumroll’ three bars ending in a dominant seventh before taking off into a
brief allegro which is strong and purposeful.
Dyson’s musical progress was remarkable, especially for someone from his
background, and it soon became obvious that he would need to progress
to specialist education. Only the Royal College of Music’s Open Foundation
Scholarship made such study possible for a relatively impoverished family,
providing tuition fees and modest living expenses – about £1 a week which,
as Dyson pointed out, went further in those days but was still a tight squeeze.
Thus, Dyson arrived in London on May 7, 1900 to study with the formidable
Charles Villiers Stanford for composition – initially his second study after organ
with WS Hoyte. His time at the RCM was fruitful and fulfilling and followed by
three years on a Mendelssohn scholarship. Stanford told him to “Go to Italy,
my boy, and sit in the sun”.

Composition also started early. His first surviving attempt is listed here as
Untitled Piano Piece, to which Dyson later added a note that it was written
in 1890 when he was seven-years-old. A tiny piece in A major, it starts with a

Stanford recognized that this young man was green and inexperienced,
needing to see some of the world and experience sensory delights of all
kinds to help him grow up – experiences which would find their outlet in his
compositions. And indeed his contact with the Italian composer Giovanni
Sgambati in Rome and distinguished musician Giuseppe Buonamici in
Florence bore serious fruit. After a final year in Germany (partly spent failing
to persuade Richard Strauss to see him) Dyson returned home to the prospect
of having to earn a living.
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Sir Hubert Parry recommended him to the Admiralty for the post of Director
of Music at the Royal Naval College at Osborne on the Isle of Wight. His duties
were not greatly onerous, the cadets focused on becoming naval officers, not
musicians. Thus Dyson had time to get his B.Mus and D.Mus degrees from
Oxford University, equipping him to be properly qualified for a distinguished
career in public school teaching. After Osborne came Marlborough College
and then Rugby in 1914.
Dyson was only at Rugby for three months before war was declared on August
4. He immediately signed up, together with a close friend from Marlborough,
Freeman Atkey, who was later killed in battle on the Somme and after whom
Dyson’s famous son Freeman was named. They were shipped to France and
Dyson, newly promoted to Lieutenant, was ordered to train his men in the art
of using hand grenades. He wrote the only official handbook in the skill and
he dryly noted that it was “published and circulated both in our own army and
in America and gave me a martial reputation which was quite incongruous
and still occasionally dogs me”.

changed for publication) which date from this time. There were originally
13 of these war pieces but Dyson chose 10 of them to be published in
1920 ironically, given the proximity of hostilities, by the German publishing
house Schott.
The three not included then but recorded here are An Autograph, Con moto
tranquillo and Sostenuto ed espressivo. This last piece was written just one
week before Dyson’s flirtation with death as a shell landed underneath the
horse he was riding. He woke to find himself uninjured but covered in minced
horseflesh. He began to have fainting fits (shellshock) and was sent home on
March 31, 1916. These pieces are remarkable miniatures and show Dyson’s
ability to be truly expressive in many moods and with such conciseness. Few
composers could say so much in so short a space.

Inevitably composition was nigh-on impossible in the filth and mess of the
trenches and there were only brief periods of respite but the fact that the
manuscript of Sostenuto ed espressivo was deeply folded shows that it
was obviously carried around with him in his uniform. This was originally
conceived as one of a set of piano pieces called Epigrams (originally Episodes,

After recovering from his ordeal, Dyson married Atkey’s sister, Mildred, and
took over from Sir Walford Davies as Organising Director of Music for the Royal
Air Force. He completed the famous March Past which Davies had begun.
Wanting to return to his pre-war life, he took up the post of Director of Music
at Wellington College in Berkshire in 1920. Just before arriving there he wrote
a set of eight piano pieces called The Open Window for a group of young
pianists who were relations of Dyson and his wife. In those more innocent
days music for children was often given titles which fed the imagination in the
same way that Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons opened up a fantasy
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world of escapism for them. It is interesting that in The Patrol Dyson borrows
freely from the March from his earlier orchestral Suite after Walter de la Mare.
The music seems also to reflect the different stages of expertise the children
had reached with Dyson being especially helpful in Swallows in detailing that
“stems up” means right hand, and “stems down” is for the left (I am sure Simon
Callaghan was grateful for this advice!).
Six Lyrics were written a year later in 1920 and published in two sets. Again,
written for young people to advance their technique, they are more advanced
than The Open Window but share the same kind of descriptive titles. It is very
clear in these sets that Dyson is not ‘writing down’ to younger musicians as
each of these pieces has a beautifully formed character. The Melody has a
memorably lovely tune marked molto espressivo worthy of Chopin. Another
consideration in assembling these collections of pieces is the variety of mood
needed if they are to be played as a continuous set.
Another set of four preludes written at this time Dyson called Twilight but
they are of a very different pianistic order. The first, Tranquillo, dedicated to
his wife, is gently unostentatious, but A Capriccio, which follows, is certainly
capricious and technically demanding. The playful waltz-like Grazioso is
every inch a caricature perhaps in the manner of Debussy’s Doctor Gradus
ad Parnassum, and the final piece, Sostenuto, tinged with melancholy,
closes the set.
8

At the end of his time at Wellington before Dyson moved to Winchester
College in 1924, he wrote another short set of educational piano pieces
called My Birthday: Three Little Pieces for Piano. Attainment-wise, these
are situated between Six Lyrics and Twilight, showing again Dyson’s gift for
characterization, melody and surprising turns of harmony. In the next year
Dyson turned his hand again to another pair of pieces, Prelude and Ballet,
in much the same mould as the Six Lyrics. How lucky young people were to
have such original music written for them as their technique grew. The Ballet
is especially upbeat with its 5/8 time signature and offbeat chords.
With Primrose Mount (1928) we come to a different level of writing but still
with an pedagogical bent. The Daily Express newspaper promoted a National
Piano Playing Contest and asked Dyson to provide a piece for their advanced
‘grade A’ section. Only a short work, it is nevertheless a concentrated exercise
in thematic development which has some of the feel of one of John Ireland’s
character pieces for piano with Debussy hovering close by.
With Bach’s Birthday (1929), we enter a new world. Still at Winchester
College, which was the happiest period of his life and the place to which he
returned in retirement after his period as Director of the RCM ended, these
pieces were written in honour of the 50th birthday of Harold Samuel, the
great Bach pianist of the day, and take the form of four epigrammatic fugues
designed to be played as a set. If the listener to this recording has been
9

lulled into a sense of gentle, relaxing security then this incredibly brief set
of pieces will surprise on all levels. All four fugues are for three voices. The
first is just 24 bars long and has only five which use the bass clef. This could
easily have been written by Arnold Schoenberg with its angular subject
defying tonal gravity. In fact, the subject of this fugue uses all 12 notes of
the chromatic scale although it is not a strict tone row. The second fugue
is similarly structured and we have to acknowledge Dyson’s wit in these
pieces. The first fugue ends with what feels almost like a music hall joke. The
second has the subject using 11 of the 12 notes of the chromatic scale but
starting the next phrase with the missing note: another witticism? The third
fugue is whimsically lyrical with attractive rhythmic waywardness, and the
last is a helter-skelter scherzo which drives headlong to the final cadence.
These are virtuoso pieces not for the faint-hearted.
In 1952 the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music asked Dyson to
write a set of Twelve Easy Pieces expressly for beginners at the instrument.
Typically, he approached the project by addressing a series of challenges
dividing them into three groups of four. Thus, there are Rhythmic Pieces,
Expressive Pieces, and Studies. The first group are dances, the second more
lyrical, and the third focusing on legato, scales, five-finger exercises and canon.
Everything is considered and as Dyson noted: “No key contains more than
one sharp or one flat, there are no octaves, nor is the use of pedals necessary”.
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In 1949 Dyson was nearing the end of his time at the RCM and this period
was a fertile one for him, composition-wise. He had already written two
unusual and attractive string orchestra concertos (Concerto da Chiesa and
Concerto da Camera) in 1948 and now set out on a concerto for piano with
string orchestra. This was begun in 1949 when he wrote to his son that he was
“well on the way with a piano concerto”. The work has a remarkable sense of
intimacy and an almost classical feel in its sense of economy. That the piano
seems to almost grow out of the orchestral part makes the two-piano version
heard here particularly apt. Dyson himself arranged the orchestral part for a
second piano, thus if he did not actually sanction the two-piano version in
performance he thought through a pianistic representation of the orchestra
part and it is fascinating to see how well it works, how natural it feels.
The Concerto Leggiero is in three movements with the second as a reflective,
elegiac set of variations on the theme given at the start. The third movement
is a lively Vivace typical of the mature Dyson, well-structured, economical and
involving for the listener all the way to its final flourish.
Paul Spicer © 2020
Paul Spicer’s Sir George Dyson: His Life and Music
was published by Boydell Press in 2014.
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Simon has a long-established relationship with SOMM, with whom he has
recorded solo works by Roger Sacheverell Coke and chamber music by
Brahms, Delius and Ravel. His discography includes solo works by Sterndale
Bennett and Parry, chamber music by Schumann and Chopin and music
for two pianos by Parry, Sherwood and Delius with Parnassius Duo partner
Hiroaki Takenouchi. His most recent solo recording, released in 2019 on
Nimbus, features miniatures by Schumann and Poulenc.
Simon is particularly interested in bringing rarely performed works to new
audiences. His recording of Roger Sacheverell Coke’s Concertos with the BBC
Scottish Symphony Orchestra and Martyn Brabbins for Hyperion in 2017
reached No.2 in the classical charts. For the same label, his world-premiere
recordings of works by Jean Louis Nicodé was released in 2019 to critical
acclaim, Gramophone praising his “superb artistry”.

Praised for his “velvet-gloved pianism of ravishing sensitivity” (The Strad),
Steinway Artist SIMON CALLAGHAN performs internationally as a soloist and
chamber musician. Recent tours have taken him to Japan, Malaysia, Thailand,
Hong Kong, Canada and throughout Europe, and he has performed at all of
the UK’s major concert halls.

Festival invitations have included Husum Piano Rarities, English Music
Festival, Wintertide Festival (Canada), Absolute Classics, Highgate, Cervo,
Hertfordshire and Whittington. In chamber music he has collaborated with
Feng Ning, Jack Liebeck, Sheku Kanneh-Mason, Alexander Sitkovetsky,
Nicholas Daniel, Raphael Wallfisch and the actors Miriam Margolyes, Timothy
West, Prunella Scales and Samuel West. Contemporary music performances
included works by Joseph Phibbs, Julian Anderson and Kenneth Hesketh. His
world-premiere recording of Paul Patterson’s Allusions (with Midori Komachi
and Sophie Rosa) was released in 2017.
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simoncallaghan.com

@simondcallaghan

Irish concert pianist CLÍODNA SHANAHAN is much in demand as a soloist,
chamber and orchestral musician across Europe, the US, South America
and Canada. She is a regular guest with such ensembles as the London
Philharmonic Orchestra, Britten Sinfonia, London Sinfonietta and the Orchestra
of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Her great passion for 20th-century
and contemporary music has led to many composer collaborations, world
premières and first recordings, including Henryk Górecki’s Tansman Episodes
for Nonesuch Records and James MacMillan’s Le grand Inconnu for CORO.
Clíodna’s unique pianism, with its rare balance of delicacy and power, cannot
be confined to a single artform and is regularly heard beyond the concert
platform and recording studio. She particularly enjoys collaborating with
dancers and choreographers, most recently working with English National
Ballet during the company’s 70th anniversary celebrations.
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In addition to her
per forming career,
Clíodna is committed
to music education. She
holds the position of
Lecturer in Piano at the
Royal Conservatoire
of Scotland and gives
masterclasses every
year at the Ingenium
Academy International
Summer School for
Music in Winchester.
C l í o d n a’s m u s i c a l
interests are wide ranging
and
encompass music
from all over the world.
When not at the keyboard, she is a member of Siswå Sukrå Javanese Gamelan,
with whom she recently toured Indonesia.
cliodnashanahan.com

@CliodnaShanahan
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Simon is Head of Piano at the Ingenium Academy (Winchester) and Director
of Music at Conway Hall, where he oversees the longest-running chamber
music series in Europe. Simon was also recently awarded a PhD from the Royal
Northern College of Music, focussing on the music of Roger Sacheverell Coke.

