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CD REVIEWS

THE LILY OF KILLARNEY: 
CLARINET FANTASIAS 
FROM ENGLAND AND 
IRELAND
Robert Plane (clarinet),  
Benjamin Frith (piano)
MPR / Willowhayne Records 

The Lily of Killarney is an album full of stories that are sensitively recounted 
and honour their origins. The passion that brought this album together is 
evident in listening to each piece, all carefully curated and programmed to 
build an inspiring performance. Plane has a great admiration for British music 
and wants to raise awareness of it, encouraging it to be programmed more 
frequently. This album is a delightful continuation to the recordings that he 
has already contributed to and is a thoroughly enjoyable listen.

The fantasias of the operas that make up the ‘Irish Ring’ are the foundations 
that this album is built upon, from there Plane and Frith explore light music 
and character pieces for clarinet and piano duo. The album opens with 
Michael Balfe’s Fantasia on The Bohemian Girl (arr. Le Thière), showcasing 
excitement and energy which Plane handles with ease, distinctly shaping 
each character for the listener to enjoy. Following this with Ernest 
Tomlinson’s Canzonetta reinforces the album’s aim, to explore light music – 
and what better way to do that than highlight a composition by the Chairman 
of the Light Music Society? Canzonetta is a charming piece, reviving music 
from Tomlinson’s ballet Aladdin, and it suits the clarinet beautifully with 
soaring solo lines. 

Plane and Frith continue their exploration and connect to fantasias with 
Dunhill’s Phantasy Suite, familiar clarinet repertoire that is given a fresh 
breath of life. This leads into Cool Running Water – composer Ruth Gipps 
painting a picture of babbling stream on a summer’s day, refreshing the 
listener before the players guide the recording back to the ‘Irish Ring’ using 
Holbrooke’s The Butterfly of the Ballet as a stepping stone, where elements 
of operatic writing return. This is a lively piece that allows Plane and Frith to 
showcase the enjoyment they experience when performing together. 

From there, Fantasia on The Lily of Killarney is a moment of respite in its 
lyrical and expressive moments. The way that Howard Rogerson has arranged 
the opera to create this fantasia offers beautiful moments for the clarinet 
to shine. Maconchy’s Fantasia brings together all the highlights of fantasias 
which, in turn, creates a complex and exposing piece for the clarinet. Plane 
handles this with ease and admiration; as this fantasia was written for a 
former tutor, Thea King, it is a meaningful revisit to known clarinet repertoire. 

The album returns to light music after this with works from Thomas Pitfield, 
Clarence Raybould, and Howard Ferguson which continue the themes of 
character and story. In Pitfield’s composition Plane and Frith revel in the 
conversation element, and Raybould’s contribution is wistful in character, 
providing time for reflection. Ferguson’s Four Pieces are filled to the brim with 
personality as a result of being written in four different ‘modes’. 

After revisiting Holbrooke with his Canzonetta the album closes with 
William Wallace’s Fantasia on Maritana (arr. Le Thière), the piece that is most 
inspired by Balfe’s Fantasia on The Bohemian Girl. It is a full circle moment in 
which Plane and Frith celebrate and bring together all the ideas and aims of 
the album beautifully.

Abigail Stinchon

Turn to page 14 to read Robert Plane’s article on making this album. 

CDCD REVIEWS 

PSALTER – THEMES FOR PEACE 
Tim Boniface (saxophone), James Pearson (piano), 
Malcolm Creese (double bass),  
Jon Ormston (drums/percussion)

Reviewing this CD was something of a blessing; 
listening to it following the anniversary of my mum’s 
death, and being a long-time fan of jazz, this CD 
really uplifted me. Tim Boniface is a sought-after 
jazz saxophonist, pianist, composer and an ordained 
priest and chaplain at Girton College, University 
of Cambridge. Psalter: Themes for Peace is a six-
movement jazz suite based on six ancient texts 
on peace from the Hebrew book of Psalms. Each 
movement is based on a separate text and all of 
them explore peace in a different way.

While it helps to understand the texts, this isn’t 
essential, because the music stands on its own. 
I taught jazz improvisation for quite a few years 
and this is the sort of dreamy jazz I adore. After 
many years of not playing myself, this is the sort of 
combination I would love to perform in. Tim Boniface 
and his colleagues are a great team of musicians, 
melding into a beautiful whole. This is smooth, co-
ordinated playing with everyone reacting together, 
as the whole album is recorded live, so this captures 
that moment in time. The organic whole of the 
interaction, every little jazz break, the solos from  
the cool bass solo in the second movement ‘In Peace 
I Will Lie Down and Sleep’ to the piano solos of 
James Pearson are magical and create the right mood 
for each movement. Behind all this is the steady beat  
of Jon Ormston; from brushes to sticks, this is superb 
playing and support at the highest level.

But of course, the spotlight must go to Tim 
Boniface; his playing is smooth, the solos are fluid 
and the music throughout is superb. The themes 
really bring across the various aspects of peace.  
This is certainly an album I will listen to time and 
time again. Great job guys. Get in touch if you ever 
need a bass player!

Adrian Connell


