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In 2020, while in lockdown, I felt the impulse to
write some chamber music, having finished my
second symphony. Soprano Ilona Domnich has
been a long-term collaborator of mine, and asked
me if I'd be interested in writing a few songs. The
choices of texts were hers. I loved the idea of setting
Pushkin, who lived through the cholera pandemic
of 1830. Lockdown for him was liberating, as it
was (a hundred and ninety years later) for isolating
creatives in 2020. Having finished these songs, I
spent some time in 2021 writing a violin sonata for
my brother-in-law, composer Mihkel Kerem, then

in 2023 writing a viola sonata for Charles Mutter.

As a composer, I have always been drawn to the
emotional currents that run beneath personal and
historical memory - to the quiet spaces where loss,
resilience and hope meet. In these new works for
viola, violin, soprano, and piano, I want to bring
that sensibility to bear on a broader reflection:
on the fragility of our world, both politically and
environmentally, and the forces that connect and
divide us. I've drawn on the lyrical, introspective
language that shapes much of my music. Rather

than making a direct political statement, my aim

is to create a space for reflection—to evoke the
beauty, the tensions, and the quiet urgency of a world

at a crossroads.

The idea for the Viola Sonata first sparked at a party
in 2023. T was chatting to Charles Mutter when
he mentioned that he’d just bought a viola - an
instrument I hadn’t known he played. Without
thinking, I said, T should write you a sonata, and
that throwaway comment was all the push I needed.
The 1st movement opens with a dreamy atmosphere
- impressionistic and fluid. It drifts between keys,
with hints of Hungarian folk colour that gradually
darken the mood. Tension builds, before fading
into something quieter and reflective. But the storm
returns with more force, and when the opening
theme reappears, it feels changed - marked by
what’s come before. The second movement is a kind
of lament - the sound of a world after something has
happened, but before the feelings have caught up.
Brief memories surface, then vanish, leaving behind
an emotional emptiness. The third movement
brings sudden energy, reworking themes from the
first movement at double speed. What once felt

expansive now rushes forward. From a dance-like



eginning, it grows more serious. Echoes of earlier

music return - distant, altered - and the piece ends

as it began, but bearing the weight of everything

that’s unfolded.

Once I had finished the viola sonata, Charles Mutter
ed me to write a short stand-alone piece for viola

and piano, similar in mood to the second movement

of the viola sonata. Adagio is a lament of sorts, but
angrier and more intense than the slow movement
of the sonata. Less at case with the world, anxiety
builds in the middle section, then the piece ends
it started, acquiescing to sadness.
Meditation is another recent short piece fc

ano. I began to write it almost immediately after »




finishing the Adagio. This time I wanted a piece that
maintained lyrical beauty throughout, and I found
myself writing as if setting words. So this Meditation
is a ‘song without words’, with the viola singing above

a constant piano beat.

The idea for the Violin Sonata began in the summer
0f2021, during a week spent with my brother-in-law,
composer Mihkel Kerem, whose own sonatas had
been a recent inspiration to me. When I started
writing, I didn’t have a grand plan, just a small idea;
four simple bars, a shift from one chord to another.
Somehow that idea held enough mystery to keep me
chasing after it. The first movement grows from this
fragment, constantly shifting rhythm and harmony.
It resists settling, weaving through unexpected
tonalities and brief moments of atonality, always
moving forward. It builds to a burst of energy before
gradually returning to the opening material, now
distant and transformed. The second movement,
grounded in C minor, begins with a long solo for
the piano. The violin enters with a sombre melody.
Later, there are sighs - downward glissandi which
the piano tries to echo. The final movement opens

like a dance, but one that stumbles between time

signatures and syncopated accents. This playful
energy quickly darkens into a more confrontational
dialogue between the instruments. A fragment of the
first movement reappears, now with a sharper, more
bitter edge. By the end, both voices seem spent - the
violin left with a single note, the piano closing the

sonata with a solitary E major chord.

The Three Russian Songs are settings, composed
during the Covid Lockdown in 2020, of poems
about the Russian cholera epidemic of 1830. The
first two are by the towering figure of Russian
poetry, Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837), and the
third is a parody of Pushkin’s poetry that appeared
on the Russian-speaking internet in 2020. While it
is a satire, it also struck me as a toast to resilience.
In setting these three texts, I sought to capture their
distinct worlds: the dawning light of Awakening, the
deep shadows of Elegy, and the folk-like boisterous
vitality of the rural refuge. They form a triptych
of Russian voices - reflective, philosophical, and

defiantly alive. m

Michael Csdnyi-Wills
September 2025



1. TPOBYXXAEHUE [1 NTOMHIO YYAHOE MTHOBEHDE]
AWAKENING [THE MOMENT WONDROUS | REMEMBER]
Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) | trans. Ivan Panin (1855-1942)

S nomio 4yoHoe MzHOBeHbe:
Ilepedo mHotl seunaco mol,
Kak mumonemnoe sudenve,

Kax zenuti wucmoti kpacomu.

B momnenvsx spycmu 6esnadexHot,
B mpesozax utymroil cyemol,
SByua/z MHe bO/lZD 20710C HeHCHDLLL

U cHunuce munvie %Epmbl.

HInu 200v1. Bypv nopoLe mamesnHoiii
Paccesin npexcnue meumol,
W 513060171 MBo1L 20110¢ HexHcHDbLT,

Teou He6€CHbL€ ‘{Epmbl.

B ey, 80 Mparce 3amoueHvAa
Tanynuce muxo OHU Mo
Bes 6oscecmea, 6e3 8600xHoBeH b,

Bes cnes, 6e3 scusnu, 6e3 n1066u.

The moment wondrous I remember
Thou before me didst appear

Like a flashing apparition,

Like a spirit of beauty pure.

‘Mid sorrows of hopeless grief,
‘Mid tumults of noiseful bustle,
Rang long to me thy tender voice,

Came dreams to me of thy lovely features.

Went by the years. The storm's rebellious rush
The former dreams had scattered

And I forgot thy tender voice,

I forgot thy heavenly features.

In the desert, in prison's darkness,
Quietly my days were dragging:
No reverence, nor inspiration,

Nor tears, nor life, nor love.



Zlyuie nacmano npo6ysxioenve:
V1 8om onsimv s6unace mol,
Kax mumonemmoe 6udenve,

Kax eenuti yvucmoti kpacomui.

W cepdue Gvemcs 6 ynoemve,
VI 0151 Hezo BocKpeci 6HOBb
U 6oxcecmeo, u 600XHOBeHbVE,

U xcusnv, u cnesvl, u 110608b.

But at last awakes my soul:
And again didst thou appear:
Like a flashing apparition,
Like a spirit of beauty pure.

And enraptured beats my heart,
And risen are for it again
Both reverence, and inspiration

And life, and tears, and love. m

2.9JIETUA / ELEGY

Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) | trans. Ivan Panin (1855-1942)

Besymnvix nem yeacuiee ecenve

Mmne msisieno, Kak cmymroe noxmernve.
Ho, kax 6uno — neuanv MuHysuiux oxetl
B moeit Oyuie uem cmape, mem cunvHel.
Moii nymv ynwin. Cynum mne mpyo u 2ope

Tpsdyusezo sonmyemoe mope.

Ho ne xowy, 0 dpyeu, ymuparmb;
A Humb X0y, 4rno6 MulcAUmp u cmpaoamb;
W sedaio, mre 6y0ym HacnanoeHos

Medc 2opecmeti, 3a60m U MPeBONHEHSL:

The extinguished joy of crazy years

On me rests heavy, like dull debauch.

But of by-gone days the grief, like wine

In my soul the older, the stronger 't grows.
Dark my path. Toil and pain promised are me
By the Future's roughened sea.

But not Death, O friends, I wish!
But Life [ wish: to think and suffer;
Well I know, for me are joys in store

‘Mid struggles, toils, and sorrows:



Topoii onambp 2apmonueti ynoioco,
Hao svimbiciom cnesamu 060n610Ch,
W moxcem 6vimv — Ha MOil 3aKam newanvHoill

Brecrem n110606v ynvl6K010 npOuLansHoi.

Yet ‘gain at times shall harmony drink in
And tears I'll shed over Fancy's fruit,—
Yet mayhap at my saddened sunset

Love will beam with farewell and smile. m

3.TO THE COUNTRYSIDE!

Anon., ironically attributed to Pushkin, 2020 | trans. Claude ‘in the style of Ivan Panin’

Moti dpye, nopa na xymopa!
Tam cpedv ynvinotl, cepoii Xepu,
Hem npeonacreiuiux 6u1<mepu12,

Jns nawezo ¢ mo6oii Hympa.

Tam 6pazu céapum muvi 6100H,
Hapesxem cana, xneba, nyxa,
W nu 00na 6onsuxa, cyka,

He nowammuém 3bop03bﬂ mpOH!

My friend, time for the countryside!
There 'mid the drear, gray nastiness,
Are not the germs most dangerous

For our insides, mine and thine.

There of moonshine we shall brew a jug,
And we shall cut the lard, the bread, the onion,
And not one ailment, damn it all,

Shall shake the throne of health. m



Award-winning

composer
Michael Csdnyi-Wills has created a diverse body

of work, ranging from chamber music and choral

and pianist

compositions to orchestral pieces and film scores.
He was composer in residence with the Welsh
Sinfonia 2013 - 2016; and his recent orchestral
works have been widely performed through-out
the UK. Michael’s music has been commissioned

and performed across Europe, Australia, China,

and also the USA, where in 2016 his violin
concerto was premiered at the Constella Arts
Festival by violinist Tatiana Berman, with the
Tucson Symphony Orchestra, and their principal
conductor José Luis Gomez. He has composed
scores for over 40 films, including documentaries
and dramas. He won Best Score at the Movie
Maverick Awards for A Love Story in Milk and

was nominated for Best Newcomer at the World



Soundtrack Awards. Most recently, in December
2023 he scored 7he Grand Getaway, a Wallace
and Gromit VR game released by Meta Quest
and Aardman. As a pianist, Michael performs and
records regularly. His recordings of the complete
Weinberg Violin Sonatas, with Russian violinist
Yuri Kalnits, were released by Toccata Classics to
critical acclaim. Volumes 1 & 2 won a Diapason
d’Orin the French magazine Diapason. Volume 3
was nominated for a much coveted ICMA award
in 2021, and Volume 4 was released in 2022.

Violinist and violist Charles Mutter was born in
Sussex, England. After winning numerous prizes
as a Junior Exhibitioner at the Royal College of
Music, Charles read Music and English Literature
at Jesus College, Cambridge. He made his
London debut as the solo violinist in Giacinto
Scelsi’s Anahit at St John’s, Smith Square, while
still a student. His studio recording of solo viola
works by Alwynne Pritchard, James Dillon,
James Clapperton, and others was repeated as
one of the highlights of BBC Radio 3’s 1994
new music season. As a member of the Smith

Quartet for ten years, Charles toured the world

and made numerous broadcasts and recordings;
the quartet’s contribution to the 2005 BBC
film, Holocaust: a Musical Memorial Film from
Auschwitz won an Emmy Award. He also led
the Edinburgh Quartet for four years. In 2007

Charles moved back to London to take up the

position of Associate Leader of the BBC Concert




Orchestra, which he still holds. As soloist with
the BBC Concert Orchestra, Charles has
performed works by composers from Bach to
Mubhly, including Guy Barker’s Violin Concerto,
which was written for him and premiered in
Bucharest in 2016. He is also in great demand
as a guest concertmaster (Philharmonia, CBSO,
Bournemouth SO, Ulster Orchestra), a session
musician, West End concertmaster, and a

chamber musician.

Ilona Domnich is a lyric soprano, described
by Opera Now as ‘A memorable voice of silken
beauty, with a luminous edge to the tone. A
sensitive musician and an actress of magnetic
presence.” She was chosen by Opera Now as
one of the magazine’s “Top 10 High Flyers - a
new generation of sopranos having impressive
careers. She was also highlighted as a Daily
Telegraph choice of ‘best British based talent’, and
in Opera magazine as an ‘Artist of the Month’.
Tlona has worked in close collaboration with
English National Opera, Grange Park Opera,
Buxton Opera Festival, English Touring Opera,
BBC Concert Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic

Orchestra, the London Concert Orchestra,
Royal Northern Sinfonia, and Southbank
Sinfonia. Her operatic highlights include leading
roles in Tosca, La Boheme, Onegin, Il barbiere di
Siviglia, Medea, Pelleas et Melisande, Fortunio,
Rigoletto, La Rondine, Tales of Hoffmann,
Der neue Orphem, La Voix Humaine, Don
Giovanni, Der Schauspieldirektor, Judgement
of Paris, and Die Entfiihrung aus dem Serail. In
the socially distanced summer of 2021, Ilona
Domnich started an open-air concert series
in Hadley Woods, Barnet. Now in its fifth
year, Music by Jack’s Lake goes from strength
to strength, bringing together international
artists and young performers in a beautiful
sylvan setting, and delighting the richly diverse
communities of North London. Many in the
audiences experience classical music here for
the first time. As an emotional response to the
horrific events of October 7th 2023, together with
arranger/violinist Charles Mutter, videographer
French,

Harcombe, Ilona created a music video, ‘7he Hope

Stewart and director Sebastian

- Hatikvah’to show her solidarity with the wider

Jewish communities. m
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