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Philip Sawyers (b.1951)

April Fredrick, soprano

English Symphony Orchestra
Kenneth Woods, Artistic Director and Principal Conductor

Symphony No. 3 (2015) Dedicated to Kenneth Woods 38.31
1 I Allegro 9.41
2 II Adagio 13.15
3 III Intermezzo. Moderato 5.14
4 IV Allegro 10.21

 Songs of Loss and Regret (2013) Dedicated to Adrian Farmer 24.06
 April Fredrick, soprano
5  I  A Shropshire Lad (A.E. Housman) 3.09
6  II More Poems XL (A. E. Housman) 3.11
7  III  More Poems XXXVI (A.E. Housman) 2.29
8  IV  Break, break, break (Tennyson) 1.54
9  V  Futility (Wilfred Owen) 3.15
10  VI  From Elegy Written in a Country Church Yard (Thomas Gray) 1.45
11  VII  From the Wisdom of Solomon (The Apocrypha) 5.31
12  VIII  Song- from The Earthly Paradise (William Morris) 2.52

13 Fanfare (2016) Dedicated to Kenneth Woods and the English String Orchestra 3.47
 

  Total playing time 66.54
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About the 21st C. Symphony Project

The  21st Century Symphony Project is a multi-year effort to commission, premiere and 
record nine new symphonies by a diverse array of living composers. It was launched in 
February 2017 with the world-premiere of Philip Sawyers Third Symphony in St John's 
Smith Square, London. The aims of the project are:

1  To inspire existing audiences for mainstream orchestral music to engage more deeply 
with the music of our time.

2  To inspire living composers, not only those in the actual project, to write new 
symphonies and to engage with symphonic audiences

3  To spark a conversation about the state of the symphony as a genre today- its historic 
importance, its current relevance, its future possibilities

4  To facilitate the creation of new works which reward, challenge, and inspire orchestral 
musicians.

In the course of the project, we hope to commission a set of works that embrace a variety 
of approaches to symphonic form, ranging from the traditional four movement structure 
favoured by masters such as Beethoven and Brahms, single movement structures such as 
those used by Schumann, Sibelius and Schoenberg, programmatic symphonies like those 
written by Berlioz, Liszt and Richard Strauss, all as viewed through the prism of a modern- 
day perspective. 

The next work in the 21st Century Symphony Project will be David Matthews’ Ninth 
Symphony, to be premiered in the spring of 2018.
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Complete Piano Concertos of Ernst Krenek (Sunday Times Best Recordings of 2016). 
Founded by William Boughton in 1980, the ESO have a history of collaboration with 
legendary figures of British music. Vernon Handley became the orchestra’s Principal 
Conductor in 2007 and over the years, the ESO has worked with Nigel Kennedy, Stephen 
Isserlis, Michael Tippett, Nicholas Maw and Yehudi Menuhin, the ESO’s former Principal 
Guest Conductor. Recent commissions and premieres include works by Deborah Pritchard, 
Kaija Saariaho, Toby Young, Geoffrey Gordon, Robert Saxton, Nimrod Borenstein, John 
Joubert and Emily Doolittle.

www.eso.co.uk   @EnglishSymphon facebook.com/englishsymphonyorchestra/ 

Artist Philip Groom was born and works in London. He studied art in Liverpool but a more 
significant experience came later when he attended drawing classes with Cecil Collins. For 
Philip visual art is a dialogue between the internal world of the imagination and the external 
world of perceived reality. In most of his painting it is the inner voice in the dialogue that is 
the more meaningful. Philip now works as an artist and psychotherapist.

www.philiprgroom.com
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Symphony No. 3 - The conductor’s perspective

‘To me the symphonic ideal is one of ‘becoming’, of almost organic growth. It 
is a journey through a myriad of musical ideas that are as closely argued as 
any philosophical treatise.’ Philip Sawyers

This programme reveals Philip Sawyers as a composer at the height of his powers whose 
music ranges across a relatively wide spectrum of harmonic intensity, from the very direct 
and straightforward tonal language of the Fanfare to the twelve-tone pyrotechnics of the 
Third Symphony. However, regardless of whether we look to the modal harmonies of Songs 
of Loss and Regret or the multi-layered serial counterpoint of the finale of the Third 
Symphony, we still find a unifying sense of a strong and individual artistic personality.

In his symphonic works, we hear an uncommonly accomplished resolution of some of the 
aesthetic tensions which have gripped so much music to grow out of the Central European 
tradition in the generations after Mahler and Schoenberg. Sawyers works with a spectrum 
of musical materials ranging from diatonic and modal material through to twelve-tone 
themes with a striking mixture of rigor and imaginative flexibility. In particular, he has found 
compelling, personal ways of renewing the means and role of large-scale harmonic and 
formal planning and thematic development in a way that sees harmony articulating the 
formal structures of movements and which creates a compelling balance of lyricism and 
intensity.

Sawyers’ Second Symphony (NI 6281) is an astonishing work - written for a Beethovenian 
orchestra, wedding Schoenbergian intensity of thought to Mahlerian emotional grandeur. It 
is a 20 minute tour-de-force for small orchestra. I suggested to Philip that his Third should 
be on a grander scale. The work marks an important watershed in his development as a 
symphonist:

‘By the time I began work on my Third’ he says, ‘my musical explorations had 
become more esoteric.  The Norwegian composer Fartein Valen, whose 
almost unrelenting sense of brooding and pessimism and his personal 
harmonic style appealed. Although those who know my music will recognise 
certain stylistic fingerprints, my Third Symphony is a move to somewhere 
new along a journey that was begun over 50 years ago.’  (Philip Sawyers)
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On a technical level, the work displays an astonishing mastery of counterpoint and thematic 
development, and Sawyers’ most advanced use to date of serial techniques. He works with 
Brahmsian 2-3 note motivic micro-cells, longer more ‘traditional’ tonal melodies, often 
growing out of those small units, and 10-12 note serial themes which combine aspects of 
both the 2-3 note motifs and the longer melodic units, all of which exist in a state of 
developing variation and contrapuntal recombination.

Musically and philosophically, Sawyers’ Third Symphony stands very much in the tradition 
of the great ‘darkness to light’ symphonies, including Beethoven’s 5th, Bruckner’s 8th, 
Brahms’ 1st and Shostakovich’s 5th. Rather than expressing this transformation through a 
move from Beethovenian minor to major, or Mahler’s ‘progressive tonality’ (like the 
progression from C-sharp minor to D major in that composer’s 5th Symphony), Sawyers 
finds ways of shading his melodic material, particularly his serial themes (not all of which are 
12 tone) so that journey of darkness to light is foreshadowed even in the opening eight bars 
of the piece, but the modal tensions in that opening theme are only finally resolved at the 
end of the symphony. Hence in a piece with a strong tonal home on the note G, the 
emphasis in the first half of the theme is on E-flat and B-flat, the key notes in G minor, and 
in the second half on E-natural and B-natural. The first phrase even closes with a very 
traditional resolution of F-sharp to G, but this is immediately undermined by the appearance 
of an A-flat, a note which will become the main disruptive force of the first half of the 
symphony: 

‘The first movement is rather dark in mood, full of foreboding and anxiety. The 
cellos introduce the first idea which is twelve-tone in construction but with a 
melodic shape and prominent intervals giving a tonal centre of G and a 
distinct minor-ish tonality. At the quasi-recapitulation themes are combined 
in a contrapuntal manner giving an increasingly uneasy mood and more 
complex textures. An aggressive A-flat, which has been heard before, tries to 
thwart the tonality at the movement’s end but turns out to be part of the falling 
semitone motif and gives way to G, the harmonic centre having come full 
circle.’ (Philip Sawyers)

In fact, the first movement ends with the strings playing the twelve-note theme which seems 
to encapsulate the entire movement’s language three times in descending sequence, 
ending with a long pianissimo G in the cellos and basses. Each time, the theme ends with 
the resolution from A-flat to G. One would think that this would somehow create a feeling of 
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Hailed by Gramophone as a symphonic 
conductor of stature, conductor, cellist, 
composer and author Kenneth Woods 
has worked with the National 
Symphony Orchestra (USA), Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra, Cincinnati 
Symphony Orchestra, BBC National 
Orchestra of Wales, Budapest Festival 
Orchestra, Royal Northern Sinfonia and 
English Chamber Orchestra. In 2013, 
he took up a new position as Artistic 
Director of the English Symphony 
Orchestra. In 2015 he became the 
second Artistic Director of the 
Colorado MahlerFest, the only 
American organization other than the 
New York Philharmonic to receive the 
Gold Medal of the International Gustav 
Mahler Society. Woods was appointed 
Principal Guest Conductor of the 
Orchestra of the Swan in 2010 and 

during his tenure lifted that orchestra to new international renown. With them, he recorded 
the first complete cycle of the symphonies of Hans Gál paired with those of Robert 
Schumann. A widely read writer and frequent broadcaster, Woods blog, ‘A View from the 
Podium’, is one of the 25 most popular classical blogs in the world.  
 www.kennethwoods.net   @kennethwoods facebook.com/kennethwoodsconductor/

About the ESO
The ESO (English String Orchestra/English Symphony Orchestra) are synonymous with 
artistic excellence, innovative programming and distinctive commissioning. Since 2013, the 
orchestra has presented the orchestras first opera (John Joubert’s Jane Eyre) to 
overwhelming critical acclaim, presented the 2015 and 2016 Classical Music Magazine 
Premiere of the Year, and released a triumphant series of recordings including Donald 
Fraser’s orchestration of the Elgar Piano Quintet (Classic FM Disc of the Week) and the 
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Hailed as ‘astonishing and 
luminous’ (Bachtrack), soprano 
April Fredrick’s world premiere 
performance of ‘Jane’ in John 
Joubert’s Jane Eyre with the ESO 
was described as ‘utterly riveting, 
with a terrific dramatic sense’ 
(Music and Vision). Recently 
appointed the ESO’s first Affiliate 
Artist, April has sung with the 
Warsaw Philharmonic and the 
English Chamber Orchestra, also 
appearing regularly with the 
Nottingham Harmonic Society, 
the Leicester Bach Choir, and Dei 
Gratia Baroque Ensemble.

Upcoming work includes the 
world premiere of ‘Lotus/Honglian’ 
in Monk and Lotus (Tête-à-Tête 
festival), staged productions of 
The Messiah and Verdi’s Requiem 
(Merry Opera Company), 
Beethoven’s Mass in C and 
Mozart Vespers at Cadogan Hall, 
and the world premiere of a song-
cycle by David Matthews.

April studied at University of Northwestern St Paul in America and at the Royal Academy of 
Music, where she gained an MMus in Vocal Performance and a PhD on the late songs of 
Ivor Gurney.                                                                                       www.aprilfredrick.com
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the movement’s vast inner tensions being resolved, but instead this ending feels bleak and 
despairing. 

That the inner tensions of the music are still present becomes immediately clear when the 
second movement opens with rising octave A-flats in the violins. The hard-won tonal 
resolution of the first movement is immediately shattered. Most of the Adagio grows out of 
the opening theme in the violins, with the notable exception of the tender episode in 3/4  
which gently references some of the more athletic material of the first movement, a sort of 
leaping theme which also appears in the Second Symphony, although here it is more 

‘longing’ than ‘leaping’. The movement’s recapitulation sees the intensity of the opening 
ideas magnified through rhythmic diminution, fiercer harmonies, denser counterpoint and 
bolder dynamics. After a cataclysmic climax, the movement’s coda achieves a sort of fragile 
calm. It is one of those remarkable passages that manages to be simultaneously hopeful 
and heart-breaking.

The symphony’s third movement comes as something of a surprise. Sawyers describes it 
as not ‘a helter-skelter scherzo but a rather whimsical and, in places, humorous, moderately 
paced Intermezzo, a type of movement used by Brahms in two of his four symphonies.’ This 
quirky and sophisticated movement is a formal masterstroke, offering much needed relief 
between the intensity of the first two movements and the huge exertions to come in the 
Finale. There are remarkable harmonic touches throughout and some beautiful colours, and 
a lot of Classical poise and lilt:

‘The opening bassoon and clarinet ideas are partly a homage to melodies in 
the slow movements of Beethoven’s 1st symphony and Mozart’s 39th. The 
accompanying string pizzicatos can’t quite make their minds up as to whether 
this is in two-in-a-bar or a waltz in three time. The movement ends with some 
skittish woodwind triplets after a comical interruption from low brass 
attempting the main theme in vain.’  (Philip Sawyers)

The symphony’s finale explodes into life with a bracing brass fortissimo in repeated dactylic 
rhythms (long-short-short). It is immediately clear that this will be a movement full of urgent 
drive and a fierce sense of purpose.  The main theme is a twelve-tone idea very similar to 
that of the first movement, starting with a now-familiar G-minor colouring with the notes G, 
D, E-flat and B-flat. Sawyers develops this material in several rhythmic contexts- first using 
the kind of staggered dotted rhythms (and it should be noted that the main themes of the 
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second and third movements are also built on dotted rhythms) one hears in Beethoven’s 
Coriolanus Overture and the finale of Elgar’s 1st  Symphony, and later, to great effect he 
layers the theme in four different note values simultaneously.

The second theme is a soft, solemn D minor chorale in contrary motion: 

‘I like the idea of an emerging harmony from contrary motion – the notion of a 
harmonic ‘still’ or ‘focused’ point moving via contrary motion to more 
dissonant chords. Perhaps this has roots in my fascination with teaching 
Baroque 2-part counterpoint.’  (Philip Sawyers)

The chorale provides a clear contrast from the driven rhythms of the movement so far, but 
it is hardly a respite. In fact, as the chorale theme repeats, Sawyers layers a soaring, 
lamenting melody on top which is, in fact, a variation of the main twelve-tone theme.

An extensive symphonic argument only seems to further raise the dramatic stakes until we 
reach a striking fugue. While it uses the main twelve-tone theme as its subject, it works 
through six tonal centres, working around the circle of fifths from G to F-sharp. It is a simple 
but striking way of reinventing one of music’s most venerable techniques.

‘Traditionally in a fugue, the ‘answer’ would be in or on the dominant (as my 
first answer is) and either ‘real’ or ‘tonal’ (mine are real) leading back to the 
reappearance of the subject in the tonic plus, counter subject/s. I wanted to 
heighten the harmonic tension by keeping subsequent appearances of the 
subject on the next ‘dominant’ (creating a circle of fifths) to make the eventual 
return to the ‘tonic’ more dramatic. I didn’t have any models for this.’
(Philip Sawyers)

At the climax of the fugue, however, the symphony seems no closer to overcoming its 
inherent tensions, until the chorale theme returns, now fortissimo and in D major. At last, we 
are in the symphony’s coda, with hard-won victory in sight:

‘The reappearance of the chorale triggers a sudden increase in tempo when 
both main ideas combine. The triumphant final section counters the dark 
pessimism of the first movement, the resignation of the second, and the 
skittishness of the third. The symphony ends resolved in mood and tonality 
on a secure and final G.’  (Philip Sawyers)
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About the Artists

Born in London in 1951, composer Philip 
Sawyers’ musical education was at 
Dartington College of the Arts and the 
Guildhall School of Music. He joined the 
Royal Opera House Orchestra as a violinist in 
1973, leaving there in 1997 to work as a 
freelance composer, violinist, teacher, and 
examiner for ABRSM. There are some 60 
compositions to date, the earliest of which 
date from his mid-teens. Two of these have 
been recorded, the Symphonic Music for 
Strings and Brass, recorded by David 
Lockington and the Grand Rapids Symphony 
Orchestra, and the Violin and Piano Sonata 
No 1, recorded by the Steinberg Duo. Since 
leaving the ROH his works have been 
extensively performed and broadcast in the 
USA by various orchestras including the 
symphony orchestras of Fort Worth, 
Pasadena, San Antonio, Tulsa, Tucson, 
Grand Rapids, Albany NY, and he has appeared as a guest composer at US Summer 
Schools such as Interlochen. The US performances and broadcasts luckily attracted several 
commissions. Another commissioning body was the Sydenham International Music Festival 
for whom a cello concerto and a 2nd symphony were written with premiere performances 
at the festival with the London Mozart Players and the Festival Orchestra conducted by 
Robert Trory. The most recent CD was of both these works and a Concertante for Violin, 
Piano, and Strings, recorded by Kenneth Woods and the Orchestra of the Swan to great 
critical acclaim. In 2015, he was appointed as the English Symphony Orchestra’s “John 
McCabe Composer-in-Association.” Works featured in the course of his ESO partnership 
include those heard on this recording, new concerti for trumpet and violin and a new work 
for student orchestra, “A Colwall Overture”, written for the students of the ESO Youth 
Orchestras.                                                                                    www.philipsawyers.co.uk
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6  From Elegy Written in a Country Church-
Yard             Thomas Gray
The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave
Await alike th’inevitable hour: -
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

Can storied urn or animated bust
Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust,
Or Flattery soothe the dull cold ear of Death?
                      
7  From the Wisdom of Solomon 
 The Apocrypha
For we are born at all adventure: 
And we shall be hereafter as though we 
   had never been: 
For the breath in our nostrils is as smoke,
And a little spark in the moving of our heart:
Which being extinguished our body shall be
   turned into ashes,
And our spirit shall vanish as the soft air.

And our name shall be forgotten in time,
And no man shall have our works in remembrance,
And our life shall pass away as the trace of a 
   cloud,
And shall be dispersed as a mist that is driven 
away in the beams of the sun,
And overcome with the heat thereof.

For our time is a very shadow that passeth away;
And after our end there is no returning:
For it is fast sealed, so that no man cometh again.

8  Song – from The Earthly Paradise            
 William Morris

O brooder on the hills of heaven,
When for my sin thou drav’st me forth,
Hadst thou forgot what this was worth,
Thine hand had made? The tears of men,
The death of threescore years and ten,
The trembling of the timorous race – 
Had these things so bedimmed the place
Thine own hand made, thou couldst not know
To what a heaven the earth might grow
If fear beneath the earth were laid,
If hope failed not, nor love decayed.

NI6353 7

If I’ve spoken too long about some of the technicalities of the work, I apologise. For a lover 
of the craft of music, discovering and coming to understand what Sawyers has done in this 
work is so fascinating that one can’t help but want to find a way to share those discoveries.

However, from an interpreter’s point of view, what strikes me most about this work is how, 
in its abstract way, it seems so much of its time. This is turbulent music for a turbulent era, 
its defiant ending all the more hopeful for being so hard-won. In this respect, I believe this 
symphony marks a powerful and badly-needed renewal of the symphony as an expression 
of universal hope and personal will, an archetype which may reach back to Beethoven’s 
iconic Fifth, but the message of which is more relevant than ever.                   Kenneth Woods

Songs of Loss and Regret
When Adrian Farmer commissioned these songs he suggested they mark, in some way, the 
centenary of the outbreak of World War 1. They were composed originally for soprano and 
piano (although they could also be sung by a mezzo soprano) and were then orchestrated 
for string orchestra on the suggestion of Kenneth Woods. I found that many of the relevant 
poems referred to the brutal physical aspects of war and I would be drawn into ‘word 
painting’. The overwhelming sense of pity, loss, waste and regret led me to assemble a 
collection of verses that was more ‘feeling’ than ‘action’. My dark side had already 
committed to memory over the years many of the verses used here. The first three songs 
are settings of A E Housman, from A Shropshire Lad and More Poems. Somehow the 
harmony and melodic shapes give these an English feel and, like the RVW Tallis Fantasia, I 
have unconsciously used modal cadences. In fact each song cadences in a similar manner 
and with just a bare 5th in the final chord. The mostly lively fourth song sets Tennyson’s 

‘Break, Break, Break’, whose depiction of waves and the ocean lead, like Housman, to 
similar darker sentiments. The fifth song uses Wilfred Owen‘s ‘Futility’, memorably set by 
Britten in his War Requiem. The scoring is for violas, cellos, and pizzicato double basses, 
with only a brief appearance of the violins.  The sixth song begins in a martial, quite vigorous 
way with forte dotted rhythms and sets two verses from Gray’s ‘Elegy’ reflecting exactly the 
same sentiments, but from the 18th century. The seventh song, ‘The Wisdom of Solomon’ is 
taken from the Apocrypha, probably the bleakest and most nihilistic of the set. Finally the 
eighth sets some verses from William Morris’s ‘The Earthly Paradise’, and almost becomes 
optimistic with some hints at the major mode towards the end. I hope the overall mood of 
the cycle will, as in any reflection of human suffering, be in some way cathartic.   

Philip Sawyers
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Fanfare 

‘Never look at the brass, it only encourages them’ – a famous misquoted remark of Richard 
Strauss in his advice to young conductors. Both as a listener and a professional violinist for 
many years I have always thrilled to the sound of the brass section at full throttle. When 
rehearsals were underway in Michigan in 2004 for the premiere of my First Symphony, 
conductor David Lockington took the brass to task for playing too healthy a fortissimo, 
clearly acting on Strauss’ advice. I disagreed, and ever since it has been a joke between us 
that when I ask for loud brass I mean it. Thus I relished Kenneth Woods’ commission to write 
a Fanfare. Traditionally British fanfares have been short pieces to mark some state or royal 
occasion. Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man showed that it could be a more 
memorable and substantial concert piece and this is what I set out to do      Philip Sawyers

Supported in part by Arts Council England, 
The Bransford Trust, 
and the Loppylugs and Barbara Morrison Charitable Trust 

Tracks 1-4 & 13 recorded 26 February 2017 at Wyastone Concert Hall
Tracks 5-12 recorded 7 October 2015 at Hereford Cathedral

Recording produced, engineered and edited by Simon Fox-Gál
Orchestral management, Matthew Peters   Assistant Conductor, Michael Young

Cover Art: Seeing Moons by Philip Groom, photographed by Ashwood Photography London
c & © 2017 Wyastone Estate Ltd. 

Issued under exclusive license from the copyright holder
www.wyastone.co.uk
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Songs of Loss and Regret

1  A Shropshire Lad XL       A E Housman
Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows:
What are those blue remembered hills,
What spires, what farms are those?

That is the land of lost content,
I see it shining plain,
The happy highways where I went
And cannot come again.

2  More Poems XL        A E Housman
Farewell to a name and a number
Recalled again
To darkness and silence and slumber
In blood and pain.

So ceases and turns to the thing
He was born to be
A soldier cheap to the King
And dear to me;

So smothers in blood the burning
And flaming flight
Of valour and truth returning
To dust and night.

3  More Poems  XXXVI       A E Housman
Here dead lie we because we did not choose
To live and shame the land from which we sprung.
Life to be sure, is nothing much to lose;
But young men think it is, and we were young.

4  Break, break, break           Tennyson
Break, break, break
On thy cold grey stones, O Sea!
And I would that my tongue could utter
The thoughts that arise in me.

O well for the fisherman’s boy,
That he shouts with his sister at play!
O well for the sailor lad,
That he sings in his boat on the bay!

And the stately ships go on
To their haven under the hill;
But O for the touch of a vanish’d hand,
And the sound of a voice that is still!

Break, break, break
At the foot of thy crags, O Sea!
But the tender grace of a day that is dead
Will never come back to me.

5  Futility           Wilfred Owen
Move him into the sun
Gently its touch awoke him once,
At home, whispering of fields unsown.
Always it woke him, even in France,
Until this morning and this snow.
If anything might rouse him now
The kind old sun will know.

Think how it wakes the seeds,
Woke, once, the clays of a cold star.
Are limbs, so dear-achieved, are sides,
Full-nerved – still warm – too hard to stir?
Was it for this the clay grew tall?
O what made fatuous sunbeams toil
To break earth’s sleep at all?
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English Symphony Orchestra
English String Orchestra
Kenneth Woods, conductor

1-4 Symphony No. 3 38.31
5-12 Songs of Loss and Regret 24.06
13 Fanfare  3.47

Playing time 66.54

April Fredrick, soprano


