




The 2020 Covid19 pandemic coincided with my reaching the age of fifty, and so 
a universal period of reflection and re-evaluation was heightened by this mid-life 
milestone. In the absence of concerts, the risk for a performing musician was of 

falling into despondency, leaving one’s instrument aside because there was no point 
in practising. Some of my friends went that way. But I felt that I had to fight the 

melancholy for fear of being overcome by it, and it resulted in a deeply rewarding 
period with my bass. I had the time to engage with Joe’s Sonata at last, and after a 
couple of months had decided how best to adapt it to the larger instrument. I then 
revisited a number of Irish solo pieces that had particularly resonated with me – 

and which explored different facets of the bass – and with the support of the Sligo 
International Chamber Music Festival I contacted Deirdre for something brand new 

to round it off. A successful funding application led to the recording of this album 
in March 2021, with the remarkable Laoise O’Brien producing, the unflappable Ben 

Rawlins engineering, and the brilliant Gary Beecher on piano. What fun we had!

This album, then, is three things: a personal retrospective, a look at a diverse set of 
composers from Ireland through the medium of my instrument, and a celebration of 
what you can do with a double bass. From the traditional craftsmanship of the Sonata 
to the gay abandon of Bodhrán; from 1985 to 2021; from the very bottom to the tippy-

top; from me to you, with gratitude for the privilege of a life in music. 



 with my grandaddy Joseph Groocock, c.1989

 



1.  Variations for Solo Double Bass 2014  
 Eoghan Desmond (b.1989)

ED: This piece came about as a result of 
my membership of the Irish Composers’ 
Collective. A number of composers were 
selected to compose a piece of music for 
Malachy, who also plays the bass viol and the 
violone. This inspired me to write a piece that 
harks back to a much earlier period of music. 
To this day, it is one of the most anachronistic 
pieces in my output, alongside similarly old-
but-new pieces for baroque violin and baroque 
viola. As in a set of baroque divisions, the 
theme (itself very harmonically conservative) 
goes through a number of transformations, 
while always remaining essentially the same. 
I’m flattered that Malachy chose to include 
this piece, he didn’t hold it against me that I 
missed the original deadline; 
he nevertheless gave it a 
great first performance.

 

2-4.  Sonata for Double Bass and Piano  
  1985
   Joseph Groocock (1913–1997)

  originally for cello and piano; bass edition  
  by Malachy Robinson 2020

  with Gary Beecher, piano

MR: My grandfather was a teacher beloved of 
three generations of students in Dublin. His 
passion was Bach, documented in his book 
Fugal Composition: A Guide to the Study of 
Bach’s ‘48’ (Greenwood Press). He was also 
an organist and choirmaster, at the helm of 
the University of Dublin Choral Society for 
forty years. And he was a composer who 
often produced bespoke pieces to fill a need: 
he wrote comic musicals for the boys of St. 
Columba’s College, he wrote charming guitar 
duets for a student who needed a lift, and 

this Sonata was written for 
his wife Dorene, an amateur 
cellist who was “tired of 
minuets and gavottes, but not  
quite ready for Brahms”. It’s 
a sort of self-portrait, full of 
whimsy as well as scholarship, 

certainly Brahmsian but with 
West-End touches. In preparing 
my double bass edition, I 
decided to maintain grandaddy’s 
wonderful piano part intact, and 
so adjusted the registers of the 
bass part to fit with it.



5.  Una Giga para Carlos 2006 
 John Kinsella (b.1932)

 bass edition by Malachy Robinson 2011

JK: The Mexican cellist Carlos Prieto visited 
Dublin in 2000 with a Stradivarius cello which 
had been used in the first performance of 
Haydn’s Seven Last Words of Our Saviour on 
the Cross, and which was owned for a time 
by the Piggott family in Dublin. He asked me 
to write some pieces for him and the “Irish” 
cello. Among them is the Una Giga para 
Carlos which Carlos played at the National 
Concert Hall in 2008 and which Malachy, to 
my great delight, has placed in his double 
bass repertoire. A double bass dancing a jig 
does not seem at all strange to me in this 
topsy-turvy Covid world. I have known and 
admired Malachy’s music making in many 
styles for a long time and know his family well 
through my wife, Thérèse Timoney, so it is a 
singular honour to have my piece included in 
this very personal album.

 

6.  Pianura 2004
 Ian Wilson (b.1964)

IW: Pianura was commissioned by RTÉ Lyric 
fm in 2004 for Malachy to perform. It uses 
scordatura and a lot of natural harmonics to 
give a slightly different, lighter character to 
the instrument; the material itself somehow 
ended up sounding rather like it was inspired 
by Medieval chant, which it may well have 
been. I first met Malachy when the Irish 
Chamber Orchestra premiered and toured 
my concerto for piano and strings, Limena, 
back in 1999 with pianist Hugh Tinney. After 
that, since there are not many bassists playing 
modern music in Ireland, we seemed to bump 
into each other regularly and I started writing 
for Malachy with Pianura and later with 
another longer solo, Schattentiefe. Malachy 
has also played in a number of my ensemble 
pieces, most notably the septet re:play (2007) 
and a series of quartets and quintets written 
during residencies at Tallaght University 
Hospital between 2010 and 2013.



7.  Slåttar 1999
 Kevin O’Connell (b.1958)

KO’C: Slåttar is a form of Norwegian folk 
dance usually played on the hardanger fiddle. 
I had been listening to this music much at 
the time of writing this piece for solo double 
bass. But the work will not much remind the 
listener of Norwegian fiddle music, for I have 
taken certain aspects of the folk style such as 
syncopation, cross-rhythm and the pervasive 
lydian mode and reconfigured them in my 
own style. My piece does, however, retain 
and amplify the virtuosity of the hardanger 
style, demanding of the bassist great agility 
in executing runs and chords and rapid 
alternations of bowed and plucked notes. 
The audience who saw Malachy Robinson’s 
premiere of the piece in the Hugh Lane 
Gallery in March 2000 enjoyed a visual as 
well as musical experience. Slåttar in an 
orchestral version forms the second of my 
Four Orchestral Pieces (2007).

 

8.  Maps of Awakening 2021
 Deirdre Gribbin (b.1967)

DG: During the Covid lockdown in 2020-
2021, maps were a source of adventure 
and exploration beyond the confines of my 
personal and work life in a small and enclosed 
space. One of the compositions which 
emerged, Maps of Awakening, is a realisation 
of the necessity and importance of being 
grounded in the familiar in order to navigate 
the new. Knowing Malachy through my past 
association with the Crash Ensemble (notably 
during the creation of Invitation to a Journey, 
a collaborative piece about the life of architect 
Eileen Gray involving me as composer, the 
Crash Ensemble and dance and theatre 
practitioners) was an important touchstone 
for the creation of Maps of Awakening. 
During the collaborative process Malachy 
showed a keen interest in the interaction 
of musician and composer. His empathetic 
response to my work was very special to me. 
When the opportunity to write a solo piece 
for him arose, I jumped at the chance to 
navigate the new whilst being grounded by 
the understanding that I knew Malachy would 
have of my work.



9.  Bodhrán 2014
 Ryan Molloy (b.1983)

RM: This piece started out in response to 
a call for double bass works from the Irish 
Composers Collective way back in 2014. 
This call involved attending a workshop with 
double bass supremo Malachy Robinson. 
I came to the workshop with a handful of 
ideas, the first of which involved detuning the 
bass considerably and bowing heavily with 
a jig-swing on the lower strings to emulate 
the sound of the bodhrán. Malachy listened 
intently and then said, ‘Oh you mean like 
this…’ and then proceeded to achieve exactly 
what I wanted, producing the grungiest, 
grooviest, rhythmic low frequency trad that 
no amount of my fancy notation could ever 
achieve! So, I set about ‘writing’ my music 
specifically with Malachy’s intuition in 
mind and the result was a bodhrán-shaped 
score that provided Malachy with a three-
dimensional musical space in which he 
could roam through a series of stimuli in a 
‘structured improvisation’. I hope you enjoy 
it – hup!

 

      

10.  Twilight 2018
 Judith Ring (b.1976)

 bass edition by Malachy Robinson 2020

JR: This piece was originally part of a 
five-piece suite for cello written for Martin 
Johnson, called Wildwood. Each piece reflects 
on the immensity and power of a large forest 
and how one might feel while wandering 
alone in such a space. Twilight (originally 
Twilight Lull) focuses on the sense of surreal 
eeriness and calm that happens at twilight 
in a forest and is edged with the slightly 
ominous vibe of moving shadows and tricks 
of the mind. I was delighted and honoured 
that Malachy chose this piece to record for 
his album. His arrangement of it for double 
bass is just fantastic and really transforms it 
into something quite hauntingly beautiful. We 
have been friends and colleagues for quite 
some time now and it’s always such a great 
pleasure to write for him and hear him bring 
my music to life. The first piece I wrote for 
Malachy was back in 2002! I look forward to 
many more collaborations in the future!



11.  My Lagan Love
 traditional, arranged by Malachy  
 Robinson 2021 
 (words by Joseph Campbell 1904–1987)

MR: I wanted to include a traditional Irish 
tune on this album as a sort of bonus track, 
and this one was always a favourite of mine. I 
considered an instrumental version but I love 
to sing. The melody was “collected” at the 
start of the 20th century in Northern Donegal 
by Ulster composer Herbert Hughes. Belfast 
poet Joseph Campbell then wrote some fine 
yearning lovestruck lyrics to it which refer to 
both the river Lagan which runs through
Belfast, and (in verse two, here omitted) to
Lambeg which is just outside the city. This 
location may have been a deliberate nod to a 
healthy nine-verse ballad to the same tune, 
The Belfast Maid from a century earlier. The 
melody is of course much older than either 
song, and my version slips from 3/4 to 4/4 for 
the third line, which is the way I always felt it.



Malachy Robinson has been a chamber 
musician all his musical life, attracted to 
conversational music of all genres. As principal 
bass with the Irish Chamber Orchestra since 
1995 he has toured the world. He is also a 
member of the Crash Ensemble, the Irish 
Baroque Orchestra, the Gregory Walkers, the 
Robinson Panoramic Quartet, and the Far Flung 
Trio, to name a few. He has appeared regularly 
at festivals all over Ireland with the Vanbrugh, 
Navarra, Callino, Parisii, T’ang, Con Tempo and 
Vogler String Quartets, and the Phoenix Piano 
Trio. 

Solo double bass performances have included 
many Irish premieres, and he frequently 
works closely with composers. Mentions in the 
press include: “rich in rhetoric; rhythmic life; 
unassuming virtuosity; variety of timbres” and 
most delightfully “a veritable groove machine”. 

At London’s Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama he graduated at the top of his year with 
first-class honours and the Dove Memorial 
Prize for General Excellence, then taking an 
MMus in historical musicology at the University 
of London. He is involved in music education, 
coaching string players for many institutions, and 
is currently running children’s music workshops 
for the National Opera House. He is also active 
as a composer, his most recent work being a 
collaboration with poet Jane Robinson: For the 
Atoll was premiered at the 2021 Killaloe Chamber 
Music Festival.

His double bass is by Christian Laborie, bow by 
Boris Fritsch

Cork pianist Gary Beecher has a varied 
career as a soloist, chamber musician and 
accompanist. In 2019 he scored important 
international competition successes, including 
the International Nadia and Lili Boulanger Voice-
Piano Competition (Paris), the Rudolf Jansen 
Pianist Prize at the 53rd International Vocal 
Competition LiedDuo (’s-Hertogenbosch), and 
second Pianist Prize at the International Helmut 
Deutsch Lied Competition (Vienna). 

He was the winner of the Irish Freemasons 
Young Musician of the Year and has performed 
as soloist with both the RTÉ National Symphony 
Orchestra and RTÉ Concert Orchestra. Venues 
he has performed in include the National 
Concert Hall and RDS in Dublin, University 
Concert Hall, Limerick, and the Barbican and 
Wigmore Hall in London. 

He completed his MA at the Guildhall School of 
Music and Drama in London where he was also a 
Fellow and staff accompanist, and was mentored 
by Julius Drake and Charles Owen. He holds 
a BMus and MA from the CIT Cork School of 
Music, where he studied with Susan & Jan Čáp, 
Michael McHale and Gabriela Mayer; and former 
teachers include Jacques Rouvier (Universität 
der Künste Berlin) and John O’Conor (RIAM). 
He is currently undertaking a Doctorate at 
the Royal Irish Academy of Music where he is 
studying with Hugh Tinney. He also teaches 
piano at RIAM, and is a coach accompanist at the 
MTU (formerly CIT) Cork School of Music, and 
the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, 
University of Limerick.



Laoise O’Brien and Gary Beecher, ICO studio

This album was made with the support of the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sports & Media.

Many thanks to Gerard Keenan of the Irish Chamber Orchestra and to all the Irish composers who have contributed 
to the journey, only a few of whom are represented here.

Recorded & mastered by Ben Rawlins, produced by Laoise O’Brien
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