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Allegro brillante
- Moderato con moto, sempre grazioso
- a tempo
- Comodo e sempre grazioso
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Grave e sostenuto
Poco più mosso
Poco movimento
Allegro vivo
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‘Music has got to be able to sing. You’ve got to write melodic material
which can be perceived immediately and is memorable and
significant’.1
This impassioned advocacy of melody as an instinctive impulse was voiced by Nicholas
Maw, who consolidated his melodic gifts with a rich harmonic language incorporating
both serial and tonal elements.
He belonged to a group of composers who came to prominence in Britain in the early
1960s when serialism held sway.2 Several of these figures began their careers as
progressives, exploring the newly discovered range of technical and formal innovations,
before forging their own relationship with tonality. Maw’s decision early in his career
to reject the strictly serial approach of the continental avant-garde was not undertaken
lightly and set him apart from many of his contemporaries who, initially, at least,
wholeheartedly embraced the technique. He soon realised that he would have to find
his own way as a composer. Happily the very personal musical style that he
subsequently developed was sufficiently versatile to enable him to embrace a wide range
of genres with conspicuous success. In each of his scores distinctive ideas are expressed
with the utmost clarity and conviction.
John Nicholas Maw was born on 5 November 1935 in Grantham, Lincolnshire. His
father, who was a pianist and a self-taught church organist, owned a local music shop
and his mother, who was also musical, ran a dress shop. For nine years the young
Nicholas attended Wennington School in Wetherby in the West Riding of Yorkshire
where his interest in music was fostered by a progressive teacher who introduced him
to Ravel, Stravinsky and Bartók. He studied piano, took up the clarinet and began
composing at the age of fifteen. His early works include short piano pieces, a Serenade
for string orchestra and songs, including settings of Walter de la Mare. After leaving
school he worked in a bicycle factory. Though this was a musically fallow period, he
Quoted by Andrew Burn in ‘Ambition and Achievement: Nicholas Maw 1935-2009’, Fortissimo (Autumn 2009), p.2.
Among the most notable of these composers may be counted Thea Musgrave (b.1928), Alexander Goehr (b.1932), Hugh Wood (b.1932),
Justin Connolly b.1933), Harrison Birtwistle (b.1934), Peter Maxwell Davies (1934-2016), Anthony Gilbert (b.1934), William Mathias (19341992), Bernard Rands (b.1935), Richard Rodney Bennett (1936-2012), David Blake (b.1936), Anthony Payne (b.1936), David Bedford
(1937-2011), Gordon Crosse (b.1937) and John McCabe (1939-2015).
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managed to complete a collection of piano pieces which helped to secure him a place at
the Royal Academy of Music in London.
During his years at the RAM (1955-58), he studied composition with Lennox Berkeley
and harmony and counterpoint with Paul Steinitz. Upon graduation, he was awarded
a French government scholarship to go to Paris, where he studied with the celebrated
teacher of musical composition Nadia Boulanger and, more covertly, with Max
Deutsch, a former pupil of Arnold Schoenberg.
Maw’s own distinguished career as a teacher included positions at Trinity College
Cambridge, Exeter University and Yale University. Latterly he was Professor of
Composition at the Peabody Conservatory, Baltimore. Among his many prizes and
awards are the 1959 Lili Boulanger Prize, the 1980 Midsummer Prize of the City of
London and the 1993 Stoeger Prize from the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln
Center.
Despite the undoubted merits of such early works as the Nocturne for mezzo-soprano
and chamber orchestra (1958) and Six Chinese Songs for voice and piano (1959), both
performed for the first time at the 1960 Cheltenham Festival, it was not until the
premiere of his cantata for three solo female voices and large orchestra, Scenes and Arias
at the London Promenade Concerts in 1962 that Maw first came to prominence as a
creative artist.3 Its dramatic intensity and richness of language was received
enthusiastic by the Proms audience. Critical opinion took rather longer to respond to
Maw’s achievement but Scenes and Arias came to be widely regarded as one of the most
significant British works of the era. According to Anthony Payne the piece developed
Maw’s ‘post-expressionist language to a new pitch of elaboration and intensity’, yet its
formal mastery depended on ‘the composer’s exceptional feeling for the movement
inherent in atonal harmony’.4 Maw continued to explore the potential of the postexpressionist, post-Romantic musical style of Scenes and Arias in subsequent
compositions such as the chamber comic opera One Man Show (1964), String Quartet
(1965), Sinfonia (1966),5 Sonata for Strings and 2 Horns (1967)6 and the
3
4
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Anthony Payne, ‘The Music of Nicholas Maw’, Tempo 68 (1964), p.12.
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Glyndebourne-commissioned three-act opera The Rising of the Moon (1967-1970).7
Cycles of works such as Life Studies for 15 solo strings (1973-6) and Personae for piano
(1973-1986) were the result of Maw’s audacious treatment of texture and form. The
culmination of his large-scale structural thinking was Odyssey for large orchestra
(1973-1987), an ambitious masterpiece of formal logic, which unfolds in a single,
unbroken span lasting over 90 minutes. Other important orchestral works include the
nocturne The World in the Evening (1988) and the lyrical Violin Concerto (1993).
Significant examples of his vocal music are La Vita Nuova for soprano and chamber
ensemble (1979), The Ruin for double chorus and solo horn (1980), Roman Canticle, a
1989 setting for medium voice, flute, viola and harp of Robert Browning’s highromantic poem ‘Two in the Campagna’ and Hymnus for chorus and orchestra (1996).
Begun in 1995, his last opera, Sophie’s Choice, based on William Styron’s novel,
received its first performance at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden under the
baton of Sir Simon Rattle in a production by Trevor Nunn in December 2002.
In 1984 Maw moved to the United States, making his home in Washington D.C.,
where he lived with his partner the distinguished Finnish ceramic artist Maija Hay. He
chose to spend the summer months in an old village house in the Lot region of France,
where much of his last opera was written. The effort of completing this substantial
stage work was immense and he subsequently became much less prolific. Among his
final works are a cor anglais concerto (2004), a fourth string quartet (2005) and a string
sextet (2007), whose richly lyrical lines have an almost Straussian, autumnal glow. He
died at his home on 19 May 2009 at the age of 73.
Originally written in the summer of 1982, Spring Music was commissioned by the
Norfolk and Norwich Triennial Festival, where it was performed by the Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra under Norman Del Mar on 15 October 1982. During
February and March 1983 Maw substantially revised and shortened it and this new
version was first played by the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Sir Charles
5
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7

Lyrita SRCD.307.
Lyrita SRCD.335.
This was the first time Glyndebourne had ever commissioned an opera.
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Groves at the annual conference of the Incorporated Society of Musicians at Harrogate
in April 1984. The work takes it cue from the well-known line of Dylan Thomas quoted
at the head of the score that seems to sum up the energy and beauty of spring: ‘The
force that through the green fuse drives the flower …’ In Spring Music, Maw attempted
to find an equivalent musical metaphor for this forceful and striking phrase. There was
also another impulse behind the work. Maw had been asked innumerable times by
orchestra managers and publishers for a piece that was neither too long nor too difficult,
easy to rehearse, written for a conventional orchestra (principally to meet the demands
of touring), and something that might provide a good opening item for a concert. Maw
had firmly resisted these requests for years, but he eventually relented, considering that
it might be an interesting challenge for him to write a score that takes into account such
purely practical considerations. Consequently Spring Music is comparatively brief and
modestly scored for double woodwind, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones
and tuba, timpani, harp and strings.
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Without preamble, the work thrusts us into a budding, vernal soundscape of
proliferating motifs, chiefly the toccata of repeated notes which forms the basic material
of the first section. Providing contrast, the cellos introduce a broad, graceful theme,
one of Maw’s most beguiling utterances. The slower middle section is built around a
long, elegant phrase for unaccompanied violins that leads up to a passionate outburst
from the whole orchestra. The third section develops and augments the material of the
first part, eventually bringing us back to the exuberant fanfare heard in the opening bars.
A gentle reminder of the serene middle section is swept away by a brisk closing gesture.
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Maw’s most fervent desire was to communicate directly with his audiences and produce
material which performers would enjoy playing and Spring Music, written with the
express purpose of diverting and entertaining an audience, finds the composer at his
most uninhibited and freely expressive. Fresh, colourful and vibrant, this score has the
exotic, open-hearted spirit of a curtain-raiser by William Walton or Alan Rawsthorne.
In its final, slimmed-down version, it rapidly became one of Maw’s favourite pieces
among his own output and he once described the long-breathed cello-led melody as
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‘one of the best tunes I think I’ve actually ever written’.8
In 1995 Maw was commissioned by the BBC to write a work commemorating the
300th anniversary that year of the death of Purcell. Maw soon came to the conclusion
that he wanted to round off his tribute piece with an example of a chaconne, a form in
which Purcell was pre-eminent. Maw also regarded the chaconne, or at least the
passacaglia version of it, as a particularly satisfying way of concluding a set of variations
as it consisted of a tiny set of variations in itself. The theme which Maw chose to
embellish is derived from the first of his Life Studies for 15 solo strings. For several years
the composer had nurtured the idea of writing a set of variations on this melody and the
Purcell-based commission was an ideal opportunity to realise this long-held ambition.
A significant model for Maw when writing his piece was the Rococo Variations for cello
and orchestra by Tchaikovsky in which the Russian master recreated a previous
language in his own style. In the same way Maw wanted to create his own version of a
late-Romantic language and hence his piece was originally called Variations in Old Style.
The premiere of the work under this title was given on 23 November 1995 by the BBC
Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sir Andrew Davis in the Royal Festival Hall,
London, as part of the annual Royal Concert in the presence of HRH Prince Philip.
Taking his lead once again from Tchaikovsky, Maw decided that the main title should
reflect precisely the reference vocabulary of the piece and so the piece became known
for a while as Romantic Variations. Later still the title was altered to its definitive form
of Voices of Memory: Variations for Orchestra.
Maw takes advantage of a large orchestra which is used sparingly and for maximum
colouristic effect. The forces required consist of two flutes (second doubling piccolo
and alto flute), two oboes (second doubling cor anglais), two clarinets, two bassoons,
contrabassoon, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion
(requiring two players: vibraphone, side drum, tenor drum, bass drum, cymbals, large
suspended cymbal, tam-tam, cowbells, tubular bells, tambourine, whip and triangle),
harp and strings.
The work takes the form of an opening statement of the theme followed by nine
8

‘Composer of the Week’, Radio 3 broadcast 23 November 1995.
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variations and a final passacaglia. After the theme is stated, sustained and serious, the
first variation features muted trumpets in a slightly altered version of the theme
accompanied by rippling unison strings. The second variation is a long-limbed melody
on the strings unfolded in a series of strongly delineated paragraphs. In the spirited
third variation staccato woodwind and strings are punctuated by sharp interjections
from the brass. In the relaxed, pastoral-like fourth variation, a sinuous line based on
the first four notes of the theme is given out first by the flutes and then taken up by the
horn and woodwind. Driven by the lower strings, the lively fifth variation is
characterised by a toccata-like energy derived from a constantly changing pulse. In the
lyrical sixth variation an expressive melody enunciated by the cellos is revisited
expansively on the full orchestra. In skipping compound time, the delicate, fugal
seventh variation is lightly scored. Variation Eight is a doleful, measured cortège with
sombre brass, implacable timpani strokes and murmuring lower strings. In the ninth
variation, fast moving lines on muted strings create a fleeting, ghostly atmosphere. This
leads directly into the neo-Purcellian Passacaglia. In this concluding variation, a
four-bar-long ground bass, repeated 21 times, is derived from an inversion of the theme
now rooted in C major. Elements from previous variations are referenced in the
inexorable build-up to an imposing climax, which is crowned by an ornamented
restatement of the original theme.
Voices of Memory pays tribute to the orchestral variations of composers such as Brahms,
Elgar, Rakhmaninov and Reger. As in Elgar’s Enigma, the more extended variations
have the depth and reach of a miniature tone-poem. Each contrasting variant is
fully-formed and beautifully layered with its own easily assimilated character, yet there
is also a strong overriding sense of development and momentum as the music sweep on
towards the satisfyingly synoptic concluding variation.
Described by Andrew Burn as ‘a major contribution to the genre’,9 the Sonata for Solo
Violin was requested by Jorja Fleezanis, to whom the work is dedicated. It was
commissioned by Minnesota Public Radio International as part of their commitment to
Andrew Burn, ‘One Man’s Odyssey: The Music of Nicholas Maw, Festival Composer in Residence’, Chester Summer Music Festival 1999
Souvenir Programme, p.15.
9
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present contemporary music to radio audiences nationally and internationally, and was
completed in late January 1997. Jojra Fleezanis gave the first performance of the work
in a studio recording at Minnesota Public Radio on 6 December 1997. She also gave
the first concert performance in Gustavus Adolphus College, St Peter, Minnesota on
10 January 1998 and the European premiere on 21 July 1999 at St John’s Church,
Chester as part of that year’s Chester Summer Music Festival.
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Maw’s Sonata takes its place in the select repertoire for solo violin alongside the sonatas
and partitas of Bach, the virtuosic Caprices of Paganini and examples from the early
twentieth century by Eugène Ysaÿe and Bartók. Maw had always been interested in
writing for stringed instruments, and several of his works are scored for strings alone,
such as the four string quartets, Life Studies for 15 solo instruments, and the Sonata
Notturna for cello and string orchestra. The Sonata for solo violin was Maw’s only piece
for a solo stringed instrument and he ensures variety in the use of different registers and
a judicious application of technical effects such as muted, pizzicato, tremolando,
spiccato, harmonics and double-stopping.
The opening ‘Scena’ is based on two clearly defined ideas: a sustained ethereal theme
in harmonics heard at the opening and the following more animated and wide-ranging
idea reminiscent of a waltz. After a varied repeat of this expository material, the third
main motif unfolds in the form of a bold, declamatory soliloquy. The rest of the
movement increases in intensity as the three principal subjects are revisited and
transformed. A short coda recalls the opening section.
The following ‘March-Burlesque’ begins with the burlesque elements, most notably a
recurring gesture of swiftly sliding chords. The core of the movement is concerned with
the ‘March’, though there are interjections the ‘Burlesque’, and the rest of the
movement is dominated by the teasing of the deadpan ‘March’ by the skittish
‘Burlesque’.
There are no parodic aspects to the serene third movement, ‘Tombeau’, which was
written in memory of the composer’s friend Jacob Druckman. The violin is muted
throughout, and as with the first movement, the opening section introduces and repeats
SRCD 385 10
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two ideas: the first is a songlike line that rises from low to very high, while the second
consists of a wistful sighing motive in double-stopped tremolo. A more flowing episode
leads, via the sighing motive, into a solemn sequence reminiscent of a funeral march,
with a steady, pulsing ostinato played both arco and pizzicato on open strings. There
is a telescoped repeat of the faster music and the atmospheric coda is played as though
heard from afar.
The last movement, ‘Flight’, is fast and vigorous, characterised by tremolando bowing
and shifting rhythmic accents. At the heart of the movement is a more relaxed, lyrical
passage with a richly sonorous chordal texture. After this the music rapidly gathers pace
resulting in a varied reprise of the opening section before an impulsive dash to the finish.
In Maw’s Sonata for Solo Violin, the constraints of writing for a single stringed
instrument in a four-movement, large-scale work are deftly surmounted by the
composer’s gift for melodic lines and rhythmic invention. Each movement has a vivid
sense of colour, formal logic and onward momentum so that the writing, however
demanding it may be, never suggests an arid study or a shallow technical exercise.
Paul Conway, 2019

William Boughton. After cello studies in America, UK & Czechoslovakia he entered
the profession in London playing with the Royal Philharmonic, BBC and London Sinfonietta
Orchestras. This experience led to a passion to pursue a career in conducting studying with
George Hurst and Sir Colin Davis, after which he formed the English String Orchestra
focusing on 19th and 20th Century English repertoire and commissioning over 20 works from
composers such Peter Sculthorpe, John Joubert, Michael Berkeley and Toru Takemitsu. The
depth of this partnership with the ESO was epitomised in 1985 when he collaborated with Sir
Michael Tippett to present a musical celebration of the composer's eightieth birthday which
was the subject of a BBC "Omnibus" documentary. Between 1986–93 he became the Artistic
& Music Director of the Jyvaskyla Sinfonia in Finland and guest conducted with numerous
orchestras including the London Symphony, Philharmonia, San Francisco, Royal
Philharmonic, Finnish Radio, Mittel Deutsch Radio, working with artists such as Nigel
Kennedy, Leonidas Kavakos, Emmanuel Ax, Radu Lupu and Viktoria Mullova. In October
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1993, William Boughton was awarded an Honorary Doctorate from Coventry University in
recognition of his advocacy and expertise in British music. In July 2007 he became the 10th
Music Director of the New Haven Symphony Orchestra (NHSO), with whom he instituted
a ‘Composer in Residence’ Scheme (Augusta Read Thomas, Christopher Theofanidis,
Hannah Lash) and initiated a major Walton Project with recordings on the Nimbus Label.
With the NHSO he has received two ASCAP Awards (2011 & 2014) for Adventurous
Programming. In May 2016 he visited Central China University for Conducting Masterclasses and conducted the Hubei Symphony. He regularly records for both Nimbus and
Lyrita Labels and guest conducts around the world. He teaches at the Yale School of Music
and is the Conductor of the Yale Symphony Orchestra.

Harriet Mackenzie graduated from the Royal Academy of Music with First Class
honours, M.Mus and DipRAM. In 2015 she was awarded the Richard Carne Fellowship at
Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music, and became an Associate of the Royal Academy of
Music (ARAM). Her recordings include concertos with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra,
Orchestra Nova and the English Symphony Orchestra. The Wall of Water violin concerto by
Deborah Pritchard, with the ESO was chosen by Guy Rickards as one of his top three
recordings of 2015 in Gramophone Magazine and her recording of Christopher Gunning’s
concerto with the RPO was chosen by Norman Lebrecht as one of his top recordings of 2016.
She has recorded as a soloist and chamber musician on the NMC, Discovery, Naxos, Nimbus
and Dutton labels. As well as performing the standard repertoire, Harriet is an ambassador
for contemporary music, and has performed many world premieres of music specifically
written for her, including concertos by Robert Fokkens, Graham Coatman, Deborah Prichard’s Wall of Water, inspired by the paintings of Maggi Hambling, and the same composer’s
violin and harp concerto, also inspired by the paintings of Maggi Hambling which premiered
at the Aldeburgh Festival. A multi-faceted virtuoso, she is also fascinated by world music
styles and composes and improvises in many different styles. Errollyn Wallen’s Triple
concerto was written for the group Kosmos, in which Harriet is joined by violist Meg
Hamilton and classical accordionist Miloš Milivojević In 2016 she made her directing debut
with the London-Vienna Kammerorchester in Piazzolla/Deyatnikov ‘Four Seasons of Buenos
Aires’ in Auditorio National, Madrid and has continued to direct ensembles since then
including her own string orchestra – the ‘Celoniatus Ensemble’ named after her 1730 Italian
violin.
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