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A recording of Ronald’s Center’s long-lost 2nd String Quartet forms the centrepiece of a new 

CD released this month by Deveron Arts. The culmination of a Deveron Arts research and 

residency project by Emily White of the Isla Quartet, the CD also includes what is probably the 

first recording of Center’s Violin Sonata (featuring Isla Quartet’s leader, Phillppa Mo) along 

with one of his most well-known works, the Piano Sonata. The CD also includes an 

introduction to the works of Ronald Center by Dr Sally Garden and personal commentary by 

his former pupil, journalist and broadcaster, James Naughtie. 



 

Although Ronald Center (1913-1973) lived and worked for most of his life in the North East of Scotland 

his musical output is by no means parochial with references to composers as varied as Barber and 

Shostakovich as likely to appear in his work as traditional Scottish tunes. The 2nd String Quartet, 

dating it is thought from the late 1940s, lay unpublished in the National Library of Scotland along with 

the composer’s papers, where Emily White discovered it in 2007, 35 years after his death. This first 

ever recording of the work follows its World Premiere at the Ronald Center Celebrations in his home-

town of Huntly earlier this year. Paired with the String Quartet No2 on this new CD are two other 

chamber works, the Violin Sonata - stylistically a quintessential Center work - and the Piano Sonata,  

arguably the composer’s greatest work for the piano. 

 

With grateful thanks to The National Library of Scotland for kind permission given for use of the 

Ronald Center manuscripts  
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RONALD CENTER: STRING QUARTET NO. 2 

Adagio-Allegro 

Vivace 

Mesto 

Allegro Molto 

 

The Isla Quartet first performed this unpublished Quartet number 2 in Huntly, 2008, thirty-five years 

after the composer’s death. It is a startlingly original and ebullient work . Like most of Center’s 

compositions, this quartet is undated but is likely to have been written in the late 1940’s. Its 

composition was almost certainly inspired by his friendship with the professional cellist and violinist 

from Poland. They were members of the Free Polish Army stationed in the North East of Scotland 

during the Second World War in Center’s home town of Huntly. That gives an indication that his first 

quartet was possibly written towards the end of the war, and the second shortly after. The second is 

more energetic, and joyous in mood than the First Quartet. 

 

Of the four movements three exhibit a restless energy in contrast to the beauty and peace of the 

sumptuous elegiac third movement. Center makes references to other composers; one can hear nods 



to various string composers contemporary to him – Barber’s String Quartet Number 1, for example 

(later popularised as his Adagio for Strings) in the third movement, and to Shostakovich in the insistent 

dramatic chords. However the overriding voice is Center’s, and the style – indisputably Scottish. The 

work opens with a strident passage of Strathspey rhythm specific to Scottish Fiddle playing. This 

‘scotch snap’ is used to vigorous effect throughout the work. Center incorporates Scottish folk melody 

– the most well known of which is the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ in the second movement and his frequent use 

of ostinato at the octave or fifth have an resonance of the bagpipes. Center’s use of juxtaposed 

tonalities can be exhilarating in the dazzling passages. He plays with dissonance – giving one 

instrument, often the first violin, a melody of delicate sweetness, then souring it with tone and 

semitone clashes elsewhere in the texture. There is a resulting sense of struggle and fervour that 

gives extra lift to the flashes of clear harmonic melody. The four movements have very distinct voices, 

but a common thread of the canonic form runs through the work. Sometimes he explores canon at the 

octave, unison, a tone apart and then the final, daring and extraordinary closing passage to the work, 

with the first violin an augmented 7th above the other instruments. Each entry is at a different distance 

from the other in the theme. The result carries the listener into an almost unbearably dissonant frenzy 

of notes, until Center gathers them all together in a final triumphant unison D. 

Emily White 

 

RONALD CENTER: VIOLIN SONATA  

Allegro 

Andante con expressione 

Allegro feroce 

Sonata for 

violin and piano 

 

The Sonata for violin and piano exhibits much that is fine in Center’s compositional style. The Allegro 

is summoned to life by the violin but the mood is changed immediately by the piano entry and in this 

defined manner, the blocks of the movement are presented, built up, set against one another and 

intensified. Although Center appears most at ease in writing for the piano, the violin explores demands 

of colour and shifting tonality in the fast figuration and has to respond to an unsettled theme which 

shifts the bar structure, shadows the piano and gradually fractures into an hysterical trilling, only 

calmed by a modal triplet figure which eventually precipitates the close of the movement.The Andante 

con expressione is lyrically tender and reminiscent of a pastoral. While the melody sings throughout, 

there is an almost complete absence of phrase marking in the score and so the search for a cantabile 

sound becomes a struggle to find a smooth path through sometimes disjointed and broken phrases 

whether they be divided over a number of different strings in the violin, or between the two players. 

Center achieves a great peace in this movement as he restates the theme three times, protecting it 

from over development. The tempo of the Allegro feroce is dictated by the opening repeated figure in 



the piano and the violin vigorously swings through the open strings alluding to the Scottish folk music 

to which Center was deeply attached. This movement is highly chromatic in the development where 

the Scottish snapped motif serves to build tension from a drone through to a tumbling scale passage 

settling into a furious buzz once again around the open strings on the violin. A noble melodic theme 

links back to a jazzed swung sequence heard first near the beginning of the movement and serves as 

a link into the recapitulation. The two instruments vie with a percussive force and reach the climax of 

the Sonata with a tonal resolution to the final driven dissonances. 

Philippa Mo 

 

 

RONALD CENTER:  PIANO SONATA  

Allegro Molto 

Adagio 

Andante-Allegro-Presto ed appassionato-Allegro 

Molto Allegro 

 

Ronald Center’s piano sonata was probably composed in the late 1950s, and is arguably the 

composer’s greatest work for the piano. Its four movements chart a journey from restlessness, through 

despair and struggle, to eventual joy and exuberance. The first movement, with its playfully irregular 

accents, is in a freely construed version of sonata form in which ideas spin off from one another in a 

quick, unpremeditated flow. The movement’s central section, with its grand climax, hints at some of 

the loftier emotions that permeate the succeeding movement. This second movement, based largely 

on the interval of the fourth, is full of bleakness and desolation and ends with a darkly scored coda in 

which the inexorable repetition of a sombre pedal-note paves the way for the struggle that is to follow. 

The third movement is divided into a number of sub-sections. At its opening, a bald, meandering 

fragment of melody chases an imitation of itself, gradually gaining in confidence. The menacing low 

grace-notes of the ensuing section are heard above a majestic octave theme that is to form the basis 

of the rest of the movement. This theme is then heard in a hushed passage of running octaves 

between the hands, reminiscent both of the last movement of Chopin’s Second Piano Sonata and of 

certain passages in Bartok’s Suite Op. 14. This leads to a freely constructed fugue for which the 

theme serves as a grand and imposing subject. The fugue leads without a break into the spirited and 

lively finale, in which all previous struggle seems to be forgotten. An exciting coda then brings the 

entire sonata to a triumphant conclusion. 

Joseph Long, 

 



Deveron Arts 

Under the leadership of curator Claudia Zeiske, Deveron Arts has become a catalyst for contemporary arts in the 

rural community of Huntly in Aberdeenshire. Through its town is the venue programme, where arts production 

and presentation takes place in existing spaces (rather than specified buildings) it is committed to working with 

local people while ensuring artistic excellence is maintained. Deveron Arts through its artistic programme 

embraces culture as a whole and aims to be an agent for change in contemporary arts development in the 

rural/remote context. Huntly as a town is conceived not only as a venue and a place for artists to live, work, 

exhibit and perform, but also as a centre for communication and the exchange of ideas for all involved: the 

community, the artist and Deveron Arts as the ‘producer and curator’. The organisation’s creative vision 

recognises the need to produce high quality work and positive models of experimentation both within the area 

and through promotion nationally and internationally. Deveron Arts works with annual themes of both local and 

global relevance that are emerging from the community.  

 


