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7.  I   Allegro   08:16
8.  II  Romance: Andante 08:19
9.  III  Allegro non troppo 10:11
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Philip Sawyers began composing as a teenager, shortly after picking up the violin for the 
first time at the age of 13. Astonishingly it has only been in the last few years that his 
talent has begun to be recognised with major commissions from orchestras in the USA 
and frequent performances in Europe. I first met Philip while we were both coaching 
on a Youth Orchestra course in Kent and it was there that he handed me a CD of his 
orchestral music. I was completely captivated by what I heard and so I asked him if he 
had written anything for violin and piano. The next day he arrived with a copy of his first 
violin sonata, written when he was just 18, for us to try. The piece instantly grabbed us 
and has proved to be very well-received alongside the Elgar in concert. After several 
successful performances of the first sonata, we managed to persuade Philip to write us 
a new work which was completed in late 2011. The second sonata was given its world 
premiere at the 1901 Arts Club in London, in June 2012.

If at first glance the pairing of Sawyers with Elgar seems strange, it is worth considering 
the similar musical environment in which all three works were written. Both composers 
were compelled to write in their own very individual style which proved unfashionable 
within musical circles for some of their career. Indeed much of Sawyers’s output was 
initially dismissed for failing to embrace the more esoteric, experimental and avantgarde 
techniques embraced by many of his contemporaries. Sawyers has always been 
compelled to write music that he “could hear” with every note serving an expressive 
purpose. Similarly, by 1918 Elgar had become dejected with the modernist trends already 
gaining momentum in Europe and would write very little for the final 20 years of his life. 
For Sawyers, a busy professional life as a violinist in the Royal Opera House Orchestra 
left a 20 year hiatus in his output and this disc marks the first commercial release of his 
chamber music.

Sawyers’s first sonata started life as a work for viola, written over the space of a few 
weeks in 1969 for a fellow Guildhall student, David Hume (who would go on to play 
professionally in the LSO). Shortly afterwards the piece was transcribed for the violin at the 
request of another fellow student. The new version worked so well, it became definitive. 
Based around the tonal centre of E, the short work is in three movements, with the final 
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two running continuously. Opening with a haunting, reflective figure of rising 4ths in the 
violin, a feeling of unease pervades the Allegro first movement. Written in 6/8, sudden 
changes of dynamic, register, rhythm and the interplay between the two instruments are 
used to skilfully build successive waves of tension which are only fully released by the 
declamatory unison gesture at the very end of the movement. A touching Andante forms 
the centrepiece of the work: dissonant harmonies are built up in layers and the spacing of 
each chord creates a wonderfully expressive bed of sound upon which Sawyers floats a 
beautiful violin melody. In fact the harmonic language was inspired by a piece by Richard 
Rodney Bennett, A Week of Birthdays.  Unease returns in the second half with turbulent 
piano triplets agitating the violin line before a cadenza-like passage from first the piano, 
then the violin ushers in the the Allegro Scherzando without a break. The finale is bursting 
with playful rhythmic energy and moments of calm fail to contain the pervading sense of 
bravura. A brief allusion to the the triplet figure of the second movement is made before 
one final statement of the main theme brings the work to a triumphant close.

Amazingly, 42 years separate the second sonata of 2011 from its predecessor, yet much 
of Sawyers’s harmonic language and rhythmic energy that is heard in the first sonata is 
recognisable in the second. In every other respect though, the second sonata is the much 
more developed work of a more seasoned composer. Stretching the virtuosic limits of 
both instruments, the later piece is in the traditional 3 movement form and is essentially 
a work of real duo partnership with many challenges for both players. The 1st movement 
(Allegro) begins with an energetic toccata-like figure in semiquavers, first in the violin, 
then the piano, separated by more reflective passages introducing motifs that are 
developed as the movement progresses. Partly ‘serious’ and partly ‘skittish’ moments 
abound and there is a nod towards the Baroque in a passage of fast string-crossing 
that is related to the opening ‘toccata’ bars. Calm follows this passage during which 
the violin soars higher and higher. This leads to a retrograde presentation of some of the 
previous material and then to a brief coda based on material from the opening. The slow 
movement (Andante) begins as a ‘song’ for the violin with a stunningly expressive 12-
tone melody accompanied by the piano. Sawyers sometimes includes a homage to past 
masters in his work and there is a brief 4-note quotation from Schoenberg’s 2nd Chamber 
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Described by The Sunday Telegraph as having both “warm musicality” and “virtuosity”, 
the Steinberg Duo has performed in Canada, Spain, Germany and throughout the UK. 
Formed in 2007, the duo are passionate about presenting the wonderful violin & piano 
repertoire as an equal partnership.  Since 2009 they have curated a recital series in the 
beautifully intimate setting of the 1901 Arts Club on London’s Southbank and for the past 
two years, the duo have spent each January in residence at The Banff Centre in Canada, 
generously supported by the Musicians’ Benevolent Fund, the Richard Carne Trust & The 
Banff Centre.

Committed to supporting high quality contemporary music, the duo enjoy a particularly 
close association with composer Philip Sawyers, from whom they commissioned a 
second violin sonata in 2011. This disc will be followed by a further recording of Sawyers’s 
work, the Concertante for Piano, Violin and Strings with the Orchestra of the Swan. 

Louisa and Nick married in 2008 and live in Greenwich, South-East London where 
they transformed a disused shop unit into a specialised chamber music studio. In this 
wonderfully intimate space they hold monthly recitals for local residents, giving their 
neighbours a rare opportunity to experience chamber music is its natural habitat, away 
from the concert hall. They are both committed educators, using the space for lessons 
and classes. Twice a year they organise a concert for their pupils in St. Alfege Church, 
giving the children the wonderful opportunity of regularly performing to a large audience.

The duo has studied intensively with eminent chamber musicians at home and abroad. 
They were regular participants in the ChamberStudio masterclasses at Kings Place 2010-
12 and took part in the masterclasses at IMS Prussia Cove in 2010.

Louisa plays on a wonderful English violin made in early 2010 by Glen Collins. It is based 
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Symphony ‘hidden’ in parts of this movement. Despite its 12-tone harmonic language, 
Sawyers manages to create the illusion of resolving dissonance as an expressive device, 
with falling motifs pervading the movement. As in the previous movement these small 
motivic fragments become developed and transformed as the music unfolds with soft 
lyrical passages alternating with louder impassioned ones. After the devastating final 
climax, the mood is finally resolved when the continual dissonance dissolves at the last 
gasp onto a velvet chord of E major. The last movement (Allegro) dances along in 6/8 
time with clearly contrasting 1st and 2nd subject groups, although this is not in traditional 
sonata form. Amongst many playful and virtuosic moments there are brief reminiscences 
from previous movements. Before the final ‘dash to the finish’ the music is interrupted by 
part of the ‘song’ from the slow movement, this time played Adagio and with a different 
tonal centre, a reminder of the fleeting beauty and poetry in life. An ‘accelerando’ leads 
to the final restatement of the opening ideas and the work ends with some final relentless 
semiquaver gestures. 

By 1918 and the end of the Great War, Elgar was in poor health and deeply disturbed by 
the tragic events that had befallen Europe. He and his wife rented the beautiful cottage 
Brinkwells near Fittleworth in Sussex where Elgar enjoyed what was to become his last 
major creative period. In these wonderful surroundings he wrote the String Quartet, the 
Violin Sonata, the Piano Quintet and started sketches for the Cello Concerto. Elgar was 
himself a gifted violinist and the sonata was completed very quickly within a month. He 
dedicated the work to a dear family friend, Marie Joshua and wrote in a letter to her 
during its composition “I fear it does not carry us any further but it is full of golden sounds 
and I like it, but you must not expect anything violently chromatic or cubist”. Tragically, 
Marie Joshua died just days after receiving the letter and Elgar quoted the melancholic 
theme from the slow movement at the end of the piece as a tribute to her memory.

The first movement begins in a whirlwind of anger and frustration; the music surges 
from one extreme of register to the other, and does not firmly establish the home key 
of E minor until the grand piano statement. This violent outpouring of emotion is set 
against a beautifully simple contrasting theme in the related key of G major which first 

appears in meandering arpeggios in the violin part. Each statement of this tranquil theme 
is echoed by pianissimo chords in the piano before the storm clouds regather in another 
outpouring of grief. The movement clearly portrays moments of anger, resignation, 
sadness, frustration and desperation. The slow movement Romance offers some respite 
from such turmoil. It is full of Edwardian gestures with the two instruments flirting and 
teasing each other in a coquettish dance with constant manipulation of tempo. An abrupt 
shift from the bright key of A major to the more reflective tonality of F major breaks away 
from this scene, perhaps suggesting it was a wonderful memory of life before the war 
changed the course of society for ever. The central section is crafted around a poignant, 
forlorn melody first stated in the violin which becomes ever more overcome with grief, 
sorrow and regret. After a huge outpouring of devastating, dissonant chords the theme 
ascends ethereally, paving the way for a muted restatement of the opening dance - this 
time more clearly defined as a bitter-sweet memory. Elgar refuses to wallow in such 
dark colours and the last movement offers warmth and hope for the future. The bright 
key of E major and meandering, pastoral melodies predominate. As before, Elgar uses 
extremes of register with both instruments often moving in contrary motion to give the 
music space and grandeur. Reflective and playful themes alternate with the occasional 
pause for further reflection. After one last outburst during the development, the music 
gives the impression of settling down for a peaceful end. It is here that Elgar breaks away 
from the themes of the movement to quote a more impassioned version of the central 
theme of the Romance, in memory of his friend Marie. The coda emerges peacefully 
before gathering both strength and warmth for one last outburst with the firm affirmation 
of the E major tonality ending things on a more hopeful note.

Notes by Nicholas Burns with contributions from Philip Sawyers, July 2013
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