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Smith Square. In 2018, the Project continued with the premiere of David Matthews’ Ninth 
Symphony, selected by The Spectator as one of the Top Ten Classical Events of the year.

www.kennethwoods.net

BBC National Orchestra of Wales. For 90 years, BBC National Orchestra of Wales has played 
an integral part in the cultural landscape of Wales, occupying a distinctive role as both 
broadcast and national symphony orchestra. Part of BBC Wales and supported by the Arts 
Council of Wales, it performs a busy schedule of live concerts throughout Wales and the rest 
of the UK. The orchestra is an ambassador of Welsh music, championing contemporary 
composers and musicians, and works closely with Welsh Composer in- Association Huw 
Watkins. The orchestra performs annually at the BBC Proms and biennially at the BBC Cardiff 
Singer of the World competition and its concerts can be heard regularly across the BBC: on 
Radio 3, Radio Wales and Radio Cymru. Building on its extensive work with special educational 
needs schools, BBC NOW performed the first-ever Relaxed Prom in 2017, which won Best 
Family Event at the 2018 Fantastic for Families Awards. In December 2018 the orchestra toured 
to China with Xian Zhang, working with the British Council in China as part of its Inspiring 
Women in the Arts campaign. In 2015, as part of an extensive South America tour, the orchestra 
visited the Welsh colony in Patagonia. BBC NOW is based 
at BBC Hoddinott Hall in Cardiff Bay, where it continues its 
work as one of the UK’s foremost soundtrack orchestras. 
From September Californian conductor Ryan Bancroft will 
join BBC NOW as Principal Conductor.

www.bbc.co.uk/bbcnow

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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About the music

The first sketches for the 4th’s opening movement are dated 8th July 2017 and final 
bars of the whole work dated 21st March 2018. Buoyed up by the acclaim of the 
3rd and encouragement from various people to write another symphony, this falls 
between 2 voice-based works [Three Shakespeare Songs and Mayflower on the 
Sea of Time]. I had just finished my 3 Shakespeare Songs for A Capella choir 
(commissioned by Maidstone Singers) and wanted to get back to a purely 
symphonic work.  

Sawyers’s Fourth Symphony is scored for an orchestra of two flutes, two oboes, two 
clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, bass 
drum, cymbals and strings. Structurally, it marks a departure from his First and Third 
Symphonies, which are both in the traditional four-movement form, and the one-movement 
Second. Sawyers says of the somewhat unusual structure that:

My Fourth symphony is in three movements. “Why?” might be a reasonable 
question. The answer is that simply that by the time the third movement was 
complete, there was nothing more to say.

Historically, the three-movement symphony seems to have been favoured by Francophone 
symphonists like Chausson, Dukas and Franck who often discarded the traditional minuet or 
scherzo in favour of a middle movement which combines the characteristics of slow 
movement and dance movement, an approach later adopted by Stravinsky.  

In the Austro-German tradition, Bruckner accidentally left another model with his unfinished 
Ninth Symphony. Although he always intended the work to be in four movements, it is most 
often performed as a three-movement torso, omitting the Finale he didn’t live to complete. 
The result is a third movement which serves as both slow movement and finale. What 
Bruckner left us by accident, Sawyers has done by design, with a symphony which opens 
with a large-scale and highly-charged sonata-allegro movement (Moderato), continues with 
a fast (Presto) scherzo and concludes with a long Adagio.

While the Fourth Symphony sees Sawyers exploring the possibilities of a different kind of 
symphonic architecture, it also develops many of the facets of his language explored in the 
first three symphonies, particularly the integration of twelve-tone techniques and melodies 
into a tonal hierarchy, and the development of small motivic cells, usually based on semitones, 
which unify the entire work. Like those earlier works, the Fourth also employs a great deal of 
contrapuntal writing.
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The opening movement is one of the most dramatic Sawyers has yet written, described by 
the composer as follows:

A low B-flat in trombones and tuba, reinforced with the timpani and bass drum, 
starts the first movement, fortissimo – diminuendo – piano. Repeated 4 times with 
semitone semiquavers in the strings, F – E – G-flat – F, and F – G-flat – F in 
woodwinds and horns and trumpets, we are in a dark, portentous, ominous Bb 
minor mode. This gesture doesn’t function purely as an introduction, although it 
does ‘introduce.’ Its structural significance becomes clearer as the music 
progresses.

The two thematic cells Sawyers describes above will be integral to almost everything that is 
to follow in the work, in much the same way similar semitone cells pervade Brahms’s first two 
symphonies. The darkness of the mood is made more intense by a fairly high degree of 
rhythmic conflict between the parts. The trombone motif and the F – G-flat – F motif are both 
in four-bar groups, but the two patterns overlap, obscuring the shape of the phrase – is the 
first bar of the piece to be heard as a downbeat or an upbeat? The string theme is in 3/4 time 
against the prevailing 4/4, with upper and lower strings offset from each other by three 
quavers. No sooner are these patterns and tensions established than the mood changes:

The first theme heard in the first violins starts with a semitone rise followed by an 
augmented 4th. These intervals will become inherent to the musical structure 
throughout the movement and indeed, in a varied way, in the Scherzo second 
movement. As the theme rises, almost all twelve chromatic notes are heard, but in 
a way that seem to move smoothly from one tonal centre to another. This is an 
observation after the event. The stream of consciousness that accompanies the act 
of composing does not involve such thoughts, rather these are ones in the 
unconscious mind. I’m much reminded of Hans Keller’s pertinent observations 
about foreground and background when discussing such things.

After a quasi-exposition, the development begins in a D minor-ish vein where a 
wide-spaced, lyrical second theme is introduced as a contrast. At the end of a long 
climactic passage with themes and motifs combined and elaborated the opening 
bars are now heard as a recapitulation but in E minor, an augmented 4th higher 
than the initial B-flat. This is the furthest point away in a tonal sense and makes the 
struggles of the rest of the movement more intense. 

NI6405 13

Woods has conducted the National Symphony 
Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, 
Cincinnati Symphony, BBC National Orchestra of 
Wales, Budapest Festival Orchestra, Royal Northern 
Sinfonia and the English Chamber Orchestra, and 
has made numerous broadcasts for BBC Radio 3, 
National Public Radio and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation. He has appeared on the 
stages of some of the world’s leading music 
festivals, such as Aspen, Scotia and Lucerne.

Under Kenneth Woods’ leadership, the English 
Symphony Orchestra has gained widespread 
recognition as one of the most innovative and 
influential orchestras in the UK. They received 
Classical Music Magazine’s “Premiere of the Year” 
plaudit for both Donald Fraser’s orchestration of the 
Elgar Piano Quintet in 2015 and John Joubert’s 
opera Jane Eyre in 2016. Jane Eyre also marked the 
ESO’s first foray into opera, and the premiere and 
subsequent Somm Recordings CD were both 
received with international critical acclaim including 
a string of five-star reviews, Disc of the Month nods 
and the Birmingham Post’s classical music highlight 
of 2016 accolade.

The first of Woods’ many acclaimed ESO discs was 
volume one in the Complete Piano Concertos of 
Ernst Krenek, selected by The Times as one of their 

“Best Recordings of 2016.” Their recording of 
Fraser’s Elgar orchestrations for Avie was a Classic FM Disc of the Month. The ESO’s Nimbus 
recording of Kenneth’s orchestration of the Brahms’ Piano Quartet in A Major was chosen as 
one of the 10 Best Classical CDs of 2018 by The Arts Desk.

In 2016, Woods and the ESO launched their 21st Century Symphony Project, an ambitious 
multi-year effort to commission, premiere and record nine new symphonies by leading 
composers, with the triumphant premiere of Philip Sawyers’ Third Symphony at St John’s 
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Magazine’s Critics’ Choice CDs of 2017. Other commissions and recordings during his tenure 
include a Concerto for Trumpet, Strings and Timpani, an Elegy in memoriam of John McCabe 
for Trumpet and Strings, a song cycle, Songs of Loss and Regret, to mark the centenary of 
WW1, a Violin Concerto, a tone poem entitled The Valley of Vision, and a Fourth symphony. 
2020 sees the premiere of a new hour-long oratorio, Mayflower on the Sea of Time with the 
ESO and a chorus of over 150 young singers, commissioned by the City of Worcester in 
celebration of the 400th Anniversary of the sailing of the Mayflower to America.

Chamber music has also formed an important part of his output. An Octet was commissioned 
by the mixed ensemble Liquid Architecture for the Chelsea Schubert Festival in 2007 and the 
Steinberg Duo commissioned a second violin and piano sonata in 2011. A disc featuring both 
the violin sonatas was recorded by the Steinberg Duo at the Banff Centre in Canada in January 
2012 for the Nimbus Alliance label where they gave both works their Canadian premiere. “Four 
Shropshire Songs” for mezzo-soprano, clarinet and string quartet were premiered at the 2006 
Guildford Festival and the Quintet for Clarinet and String Quartet (1969) was performed during 
the same festival in 2005 as well as performances as far afield as Grove Park in London and 
Clun in Shropshire. As well as writing for solo voice, the Maidstone Singers commissioned 

“Three Shakespeare Songs” for a capella choir which was premiered in London at the 
Brandenburg Choral Festival in 2017.

Born in London in 1951, Philip Sawyers studied at Dartington College of Arts in Devon, violin 
with Colin Sauer, and composition with Helen Glatz (a pupil of Vaughan Williams and Bartok). 
Whilst at the Guildhall School of Music in London, he studied violin with Joan Spencer and Max 
Rostal, and received compositional guidance from Buxton Orr, Patric Stanford and Edmund 
Rubbra.   

www.philipsawyers.co.uk

Hailed by Gramophone Magazine as “a symphonic conductor of stature”, Kenneth Woods 
was appointed Artistic Director and Principal Conductor of the English Symphony Orchestra in 
2013, and has quickly built up an impressive and acclaimed body of work and recordings with 
them. Woods also serves as Artistic Director of both the Colorado MahlerFest – the only US 
organisation other than the New Year Philharmonic to receive the International Gustav Mahler 
Society’s Gold Medal – and in 2017 became the founding Artistic Director of The Elgar Festival 
in Worcester.
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The highpoint of the tonal struggle that Sawyers describes must surely be the shocking and 
remarkable passage in which the timpani and trumpets unleash a seemingly unrelenting 
barrage of fortissimo B-flats, over which the rest of the orchestra interjects several of the 
movement’s main themes in combative rhetorical fashion. The passage serves to wrench the 
tonality back into the dark home-key of B-flat minor for a tragic coda:

Finally, the movement comes to rest on pianissimo B-flats in the trombones and 
tuba plus timpani and bass drum, with the clarinets and bassoons in octaves 
repeating the F – E – G-flat – F motif.

The second movement is the first scherzo in a Sawyers symphony since his First in 2004. It’s 
a virtuosic movement which develops a great deal of the material of the first movement (for 
instance, the main perpetual motion theme is an inversion of the opening motif of the Allegro), 
and which significantly foreshadows some of the melodic material which will permeate the 
final Adagio. Says the composer:

The Presto second movement is a ‘quicksilver’ affair and begins and ends on the 
dominant (F) of the previous movement’s B-flat. In 9/8 time there are some waltz-
like moments with oboes and flutes in thirds, and a fugal section which ‘borrows’ 
the first 6 notes of the opening movement’s first theme. A central Moderato section 
takes the place of a conventional Trio, and, again, a certain amount of melodic 
material from earlier is also used. How I admire and marvel at Haydn’s wonderful 
use of monothematicism in many of his works. After an accelerando the opening 
returns and eventually leads to a breathless piu mosso dash to the double bar.

One of the fascinating characteristics of the Presto, which one encounters often in Sawyers’s 
music, is his use of augmentation and diminution to use the same motivic material to 
generate fast accompanimental patterns and ostinatos and long-breathed melodies. This is 
a technique that we’ll continue to see even in the symphony’s final pages. 

The Finale is full of melodic and motivic connections not only to the first two movements, but 
also to some of his earlier works. Most important of these is probably the rising octave theme 
in dotted rhythm which plays such an important role in the latter part of Hommage to 
Kandinsky, and which opens the slow movement of his Third Symphony and the first 
movement of his Violin Concerto.

Sawyers’s Adagio finale makes fresh use of two of Haydn’s favourite, simplest, musical 
devices. First, there is the way in which he uses changing rhythmic subdivisions as a means 
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of creating the sense of contrasting fast and slow sections, and there is also his embrace of 
the evergreen power of the modal shift from minor to major to affect us in profound ways.

The final Adagio begins as a funeral march in a solemn D minor. The timpani rhythm 
borrows the semiquaver triplet rhythm of the Eroica’s slow movement. After a climax 
the music subsides, and two new melodies are introduced: one on solo flute, then 
taken up by solo oboe, the other on the violins. The funeral triplet rhythm and motif 
returns fortissimo in brass and percussion counterpointed with thematic lines in 
woodwinds and strings. A ritardando takes us to the long-awaited D major for the 
first time. The serene string melody makes its way through sharps, naturals and flats 
to finally encompass all 12 semitones of the chromatic scale. The coda uses 
elements of all the themes and motifs heard in the movement and the tension 
between the ‘competing’ tonalities of D and Eb-flat majors are only fully resolved in a 
glorious, pure D major at the very end.

The large-scale symphonic poem Hommage to Kandinsky was commissioned by the Grand 
Rapids Symphony in celebration of the tenure of their longstanding Music Director, David 
Lockington, who premiered the work in September 2014. It is dedicated to “David Lockington 
and the Grand Rapids Symphony Orchestra in appreciation of a decade of musical fulfilment.” 
It was Lockington who had commissioned Sawyers’s First Symphony for the GRSO in 2004, 
and it was that commission, and subsequent Nimbus recording, which, in many ways, 
opened the way for Sawyers’s recent surge of productivity and acclaim. 

Given the celebratory nature of the occasion, the orchestra encouraged Sawyers to employ 
the largest orchestra he had yet written for: 2 flutes and piccolo, 2 oboes and cor anglais, 2 
clarinets and bass clarinet, 2 bassoons and contra bassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 
trombones, tuba, timpani and percussion, harp and a large string section. 

The work’s subject matter had its origins in Sawyers’s attendance at an exhibition 
“Kandinsky: The Road to Abstraction” at the Tate Modern in London in 2006. The composer 
explains:

Having lived with an artist for 43 years I have gradually had my ‘eyes opened’.  For a 
musician music is the art form. Poetry, with its rhythms and cadences always 
appealed to my musical side and I loved literature. Some painting did evoke a 
response when I was much younger, but I was less moved by the visual and had 
many blind spots.”
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About the Artists

Philip Sawyers’s works have been performed and 
broadcast in many countries worldwide including 
USA, Canada, Spain, Austria, Czech Republic, 
France and the UK. Music-web International 
described the Nimbus Alliance CD of Sawyers’s 
orchestral work as “music of instant appeal and 
enduring quality”. Robert Matthew-Walker writing in 
Classical Source described the premiere of the 
second symphony by the London Mozart Players as 
a “deeply impressive work, serious in tone 
throughout, and genuinely symphonic...one of the 
finest new symphonies by a British composer I have 
heard in years...”

Philip Sawyers began composing as a teenager, 
shortly after picking up the violin for the first time at 
the age of 13. However, it has only been since 2001 
that his talent has begun to be recognised with major 
commissions and performances by orchestras in the 
USA and frequent performances in Europe. His work 
has been performed by the London Mozart Players, 
English Symphony Orchestra, Orchestra of the Swan, 
Orquesta Sinfonica del Principado de Asturias, Fort 
Worth, Albany NY, Grand Rapids, Tucson, Tulsa, 
Omaha, Modesto, Pasadena and San Antonio 
Symphony Orchestras. A second disc of orchestral 
work on the Nimbus Alliance label featuring the 
Concertante for violin, piano and strings, the cello 
concerto and second symphony recorded by the 
Orchestra of the Swan were released to great critical 
acclaim in 2014. Since becoming the John McCabe 
Composer-in-Association with the English 
Symphony Orchestra, the recording of his Third 
symphony, commissioned as part of the ESO’s 21st 
Century Symphony Project, was one of Gramophone 
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Finally, we have the first occurrence of the scherzando music in 6/8, which emerges from the 
Andante which precedes it through a sequence of falling semitones like those which opened 
the work. Here again, the main theme is the one which we heard in the waltz, with additional 
significance given to the falling semitone motif. 

This first 6/8 section can be seen as the “end of the beginning”, functioning a bit like the 
conclusion of the exposition with the next march section marking the beginning of a long, 
intense development. However, it’s worth underlining that while the work has strong elements 
of sonata form which are highlighted by the recurrence of the music of the opening at key 
structural moments, it doesn’t aspire to the kind of formal closure one looks for in a 
Beethoven symphony, but instead moves inexorably towards a dramatic culmination.

Further detailed explanations of the musical journey are probably not needed, but it is worth 
pointing out that the soaring slow melody first heard in the oboe and later, at the climax of 
the whole work in the violins, is actually a rhythmic expansion of the waltz theme. One is also 
advised to see how the rising octaves first heard in the horns achieve ever more significance 

– this theme is further developed in the slow movement of Sawyers’s Third Symphony and his 
Violin Concerto, and even appears in the finale of his Fourth Symphony. And it is worth 
listening out for the constant significance of the falling “sighing” semitone and the 
descending chromatic scale.

The work ends with a long, intense Adagio, which builds from a final re-appearance of the 
opening to a huge C major chord, fff, in the brass. There follows one last pianissimo 
statement of the slow oboe melody in the violins, this time stretched out almost to the point 
of timelessness, winding down until all that’s left is the falling semitone from A-flat to G in the 
violins then the oboe, before one last fortissimo outburst as all of those “colour” triads appear 
at the same time:

In fact, right at the end of the piece all the colours are almost hurled at the canvas at 
once and as, ‘the paint dries,’ colours disappear until only pure tones are left – in 
this case a warm pianissimo C major chord.

Notes © 2014-2020 Kenneth Woods and Philip Sawyers
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Living with an artist changed all that and I began to appreciate the ‘musicality’ in 
painting with its tones, lines, forms and textures ‘singing’ from the canvas. This 
exhibition was huge and traced Kandinsky’s work from the earlier representational 
paintings to the later abstracts. The developmental journey is one which many 
artists and composers undertake, and the whole experience seemed to mirror my 
own journey. I have seldom been so excited and involved with a display of visual 
work in its entirety. Thus the urge to write a piece which reflected my feeling about 
his paintings was born.

Wassily Kandinsky  Composition IV (1911)
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It was probably natural that Sawyers would be particularly drawn to the work of Kandinsky, 
who was one of history’s most musical painters, and who, as a synesthetic artist, equated 
visual colour and musical tones, as Sawyers notes: 

Kandinsky himself referred to the idea of painting as music with some works being 
deliberately designated – such as ‘Fugue’ of 1914, ‘Bagatelle’ of 1916 and several 
works just entitled ‘Improvisation’. He and Schoenberg had a lively correspondence 
and Kandinsky felt they were both travelling the same path.

Although Sawyers took particular inspiration from several paintings in the exhibition, the 
resulting tone poem represents primarily an emotional response to Kandinsky’s work rather 
than an attempt to respond literally to Kandinsky’s images in music. There is, however, one 
telling example of Sawyers using the paintings as a source of musical material.

I deliberately created a musical theme following the ‘lines’ in ‘Composition IV’ of 
1911, [image page 7] a bit like a graphic score. This idea first appears in the cellos 
and basses very near the start of the piece. However, it would be misleading to look 
for anymore similarly literal transmutations.

Sawyers also found an apt programmatic use for his trios of wind and brass instruments.

The piled-up major triads presented polytonally in a quick rhythm, first heard in the 
fourth bar and recurring throughout the piece, are representative of Kandinsky’s 
great ‘splashes’ of colour. Because I had three of each woodwind and brass 
instrument to work with, these triads could have a pure instrumental colour. It’s 
something that I couldn’t have done with double woodwinds because the third 
voice would have to be a different timbre, so it was a nice use of the larger 
orchestral forces.

Although written in a 21st Century musical language, there are strong similarities in Sawyers’s 
approach to form in this symphonic poem and that taken by Richard Strauss over a century 
earlier. In both cases, the work’s relationship to its subject matter is more poetic and 
evocative than programmatic and descriptive, and the external poetic inspiration is 
expressed within a rigorous, abstract musical form. Hommage to Kandinsky has many of the 
elements of a hugely expanded, and somewhat modified, sonata-allegro form such as one 
might find in Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben or Tod und Verklärung , or, for that matter, the first 
movements of Mahler’s Sixth of Seventh symphonies. 
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On the surface, the work is quite sectional, with recurring structural areas which have 
elements of a slow (Adagio) introduction, a violent march-like section (Allegro), a lyrical 
Andante (which later becomes an Adagio) and a scherzando section in 6/8 time (Vivace). This 
is not something one often encounters in Sawyers’s symphonies and concertos, in which 
most movements are in a single tempo and metre. However, Sawyers has managed to 
achieve a high degree of motivic and thematic interconnection between the various sections, 
and the transitions between sections are imaginative and fascinating.

The work opens pianissimo with the note C spread across five octaves. The first hint of 
melodic activity is a falling semitone from C-B in the second violins in the second bar, 
followed by two more. Both the single semitone, and the descending chromatic scale will 
prove to be crucially important ideas in the work. Within just a few bars, we are introduced 
to Sawyers’s polytonal “splashes of colour” and the theme based on Kandinsky’s 
Composition IV.  We also hear a portentous rising theme which starts like a minor scale, then 
ascends in fourths. With surprising speed in such slow music, we’ve already heard much of 
the thematic material for the work by the time the low brass enter with the first fortissimo 
which heralds the breakthrough into the march-like Allegro.

The Allegro couldn’t be much farther from the Adagio in tempo, texture and mood, but it is 
closely thematically linked to what we’ve just heard. The strings attack the rising theme, now 
fast and fortissimo, as the horns take authoritative control of the descending chromatic line 
first heard in the second violins. The triadic splashes of colour explode with new vehemence 
in the winds, and the low strings and low brass attack the Composition IV  theme.  Once one 
notices these connections, it’s apparent that there is an element of both variation technique 
and motivic development which threads its way through the disparate sections.

This first storm is short-lived and sound dissipates into a lyrical Andante episode built around 
a long-breathed melody first heard in the cor anglais and later played in canon by the violins. 
Here the accompanimental figures are particularly telling – the rising and falling semitones in 
the violins under the cor anglais theme form an important connection with the work’s opening, 
while the rising octaves in the horns offer a significant foreshadowing of what is to come.

The march-like Allegro soon returns with new ferocity, with the trumpets and trombones in 
the foreground, and the strings exchange volleys of highly-chromatic quavers and 
semiquavers in which the second voice is a “crab” (or retrograde) of the first. It quickly melds 
into a brief waltz and then a second Andante, in which a melancholy four-bar theme is 
developed through a sequence of varied Bach-ian chorale settings.
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and the transitions between sections are imaginative and fascinating.

The work opens pianissimo with the note C spread across five octaves. The first hint of 
melodic activity is a falling semitone from C-B in the second violins in the second bar, 
followed by two more. Both the single semitone, and the descending chromatic scale will 
prove to be crucially important ideas in the work. Within just a few bars, we are introduced 
to Sawyers’s polytonal “splashes of colour” and the theme based on Kandinsky’s 
Composition IV.  We also hear a portentous rising theme which starts like a minor scale, then 
ascends in fourths. With surprising speed in such slow music, we’ve already heard much of 
the thematic material for the work by the time the low brass enter with the first fortissimo 
which heralds the breakthrough into the march-like Allegro.

The Allegro couldn’t be much farther from the Adagio in tempo, texture and mood, but it is 
closely thematically linked to what we’ve just heard. The strings attack the rising theme, now 
fast and fortissimo, as the horns take authoritative control of the descending chromatic line 
first heard in the second violins. The triadic splashes of colour explode with new vehemence 
in the winds, and the low strings and low brass attack the Composition IV  theme.  Once one 
notices these connections, it’s apparent that there is an element of both variation technique 
and motivic development which threads its way through the disparate sections.

This first storm is short-lived and sound dissipates into a lyrical Andante episode built around 
a long-breathed melody first heard in the cor anglais and later played in canon by the violins. 
Here the accompanimental figures are particularly telling – the rising and falling semitones in 
the violins under the cor anglais theme form an important connection with the work’s opening, 
while the rising octaves in the horns offer a significant foreshadowing of what is to come.

The march-like Allegro soon returns with new ferocity, with the trumpets and trombones in 
the foreground, and the strings exchange volleys of highly-chromatic quavers and 
semiquavers in which the second voice is a “crab” (or retrograde) of the first. It quickly melds 
into a brief waltz and then a second Andante, in which a melancholy four-bar theme is 
developed through a sequence of varied Bach-ian chorale settings.
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Finally, we have the first occurrence of the scherzando music in 6/8, which emerges from the 
Andante which precedes it through a sequence of falling semitones like those which opened 
the work. Here again, the main theme is the one which we heard in the waltz, with additional 
significance given to the falling semitone motif. 

This first 6/8 section can be seen as the “end of the beginning”, functioning a bit like the 
conclusion of the exposition with the next march section marking the beginning of a long, 
intense development. However, it’s worth underlining that while the work has strong elements 
of sonata form which are highlighted by the recurrence of the music of the opening at key 
structural moments, it doesn’t aspire to the kind of formal closure one looks for in a 
Beethoven symphony, but instead moves inexorably towards a dramatic culmination.

Further detailed explanations of the musical journey are probably not needed, but it is worth 
pointing out that the soaring slow melody first heard in the oboe and later, at the climax of 
the whole work in the violins, is actually a rhythmic expansion of the waltz theme. One is also 
advised to see how the rising octaves first heard in the horns achieve ever more significance 

– this theme is further developed in the slow movement of Sawyers’s Third Symphony and his 
Violin Concerto, and even appears in the finale of his Fourth Symphony. And it is worth 
listening out for the constant significance of the falling “sighing” semitone and the 
descending chromatic scale.

The work ends with a long, intense Adagio, which builds from a final re-appearance of the 
opening to a huge C major chord, fff, in the brass. There follows one last pianissimo 
statement of the slow oboe melody in the violins, this time stretched out almost to the point 
of timelessness, winding down until all that’s left is the falling semitone from A-flat to G in the 
violins then the oboe, before one last fortissimo outburst as all of those “colour” triads appear 
at the same time:

In fact, right at the end of the piece all the colours are almost hurled at the canvas at 
once and as, ‘the paint dries,’ colours disappear until only pure tones are left – in 
this case a warm pianissimo C major chord.

Notes © 2014-2020 Kenneth Woods and Philip Sawyers
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Living with an artist changed all that and I began to appreciate the ‘musicality’ in 
painting with its tones, lines, forms and textures ‘singing’ from the canvas. This 
exhibition was huge and traced Kandinsky’s work from the earlier representational 
paintings to the later abstracts. The developmental journey is one which many 
artists and composers undertake, and the whole experience seemed to mirror my 
own journey. I have seldom been so excited and involved with a display of visual 
work in its entirety. Thus the urge to write a piece which reflected my feeling about 
his paintings was born.

Wassily Kandinsky  Composition IV (1911)
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of creating the sense of contrasting fast and slow sections, and there is also his embrace of 
the evergreen power of the modal shift from minor to major to affect us in profound ways.

The final Adagio begins as a funeral march in a solemn D minor. The timpani rhythm 
borrows the semiquaver triplet rhythm of the Eroica’s slow movement. After a climax 
the music subsides, and two new melodies are introduced: one on solo flute, then 
taken up by solo oboe, the other on the violins. The funeral triplet rhythm and motif 
returns fortissimo in brass and percussion counterpointed with thematic lines in 
woodwinds and strings. A ritardando takes us to the long-awaited D major for the 
first time. The serene string melody makes its way through sharps, naturals and flats 
to finally encompass all 12 semitones of the chromatic scale. The coda uses 
elements of all the themes and motifs heard in the movement and the tension 
between the ‘competing’ tonalities of D and Eb-flat majors are only fully resolved in a 
glorious, pure D major at the very end.

The large-scale symphonic poem Hommage to Kandinsky was commissioned by the Grand 
Rapids Symphony in celebration of the tenure of their longstanding Music Director, David 
Lockington, who premiered the work in September 2014. It is dedicated to “David Lockington 
and the Grand Rapids Symphony Orchestra in appreciation of a decade of musical fulfilment.” 
It was Lockington who had commissioned Sawyers’s First Symphony for the GRSO in 2004, 
and it was that commission, and subsequent Nimbus recording, which, in many ways, 
opened the way for Sawyers’s recent surge of productivity and acclaim. 

Given the celebratory nature of the occasion, the orchestra encouraged Sawyers to employ 
the largest orchestra he had yet written for: 2 flutes and piccolo, 2 oboes and cor anglais, 2 
clarinets and bass clarinet, 2 bassoons and contra bassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 
trombones, tuba, timpani and percussion, harp and a large string section. 

The work’s subject matter had its origins in Sawyers’s attendance at an exhibition 
“Kandinsky: The Road to Abstraction” at the Tate Modern in London in 2006. The composer 
explains:

Having lived with an artist for 43 years I have gradually had my ‘eyes opened’.  For a 
musician music is the art form. Poetry, with its rhythms and cadences always 
appealed to my musical side and I loved literature. Some painting did evoke a 
response when I was much younger, but I was less moved by the visual and had 
many blind spots.”
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About the Artists

Philip Sawyers’s works have been performed and 
broadcast in many countries worldwide including 
USA, Canada, Spain, Austria, Czech Republic, 
France and the UK. Music-web International 
described the Nimbus Alliance CD of Sawyers’s 
orchestral work as “music of instant appeal and 
enduring quality”. Robert Matthew-Walker writing in 
Classical Source described the premiere of the 
second symphony by the London Mozart Players as 
a “deeply impressive work, serious in tone 
throughout, and genuinely symphonic...one of the 
finest new symphonies by a British composer I have 
heard in years...”

Philip Sawyers began composing as a teenager, 
shortly after picking up the violin for the first time at 
the age of 13. However, it has only been since 2001 
that his talent has begun to be recognised with major 
commissions and performances by orchestras in the 
USA and frequent performances in Europe. His work 
has been performed by the London Mozart Players, 
English Symphony Orchestra, Orchestra of the Swan, 
Orquesta Sinfonica del Principado de Asturias, Fort 
Worth, Albany NY, Grand Rapids, Tucson, Tulsa, 
Omaha, Modesto, Pasadena and San Antonio 
Symphony Orchestras. A second disc of orchestral 
work on the Nimbus Alliance label featuring the 
Concertante for violin, piano and strings, the cello 
concerto and second symphony recorded by the 
Orchestra of the Swan were released to great critical 
acclaim in 2014. Since becoming the John McCabe 
Composer-in-Association with the English 
Symphony Orchestra, the recording of his Third 
symphony, commissioned as part of the ESO’s 21st 
Century Symphony Project, was one of Gramophone 
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Magazine’s Critics’ Choice CDs of 2017. Other commissions and recordings during his tenure 
include a Concerto for Trumpet, Strings and Timpani, an Elegy in memoriam of John McCabe 
for Trumpet and Strings, a song cycle, Songs of Loss and Regret, to mark the centenary of 
WW1, a Violin Concerto, a tone poem entitled The Valley of Vision, and a Fourth symphony. 
2020 sees the premiere of a new hour-long oratorio, Mayflower on the Sea of Time with the 
ESO and a chorus of over 150 young singers, commissioned by the City of Worcester in 
celebration of the 400th Anniversary of the sailing of the Mayflower to America.

Chamber music has also formed an important part of his output. An Octet was commissioned 
by the mixed ensemble Liquid Architecture for the Chelsea Schubert Festival in 2007 and the 
Steinberg Duo commissioned a second violin and piano sonata in 2011. A disc featuring both 
the violin sonatas was recorded by the Steinberg Duo at the Banff Centre in Canada in January 
2012 for the Nimbus Alliance label where they gave both works their Canadian premiere. “Four 
Shropshire Songs” for mezzo-soprano, clarinet and string quartet were premiered at the 2006 
Guildford Festival and the Quintet for Clarinet and String Quartet (1969) was performed during 
the same festival in 2005 as well as performances as far afield as Grove Park in London and 
Clun in Shropshire. As well as writing for solo voice, the Maidstone Singers commissioned 

“Three Shakespeare Songs” for a capella choir which was premiered in London at the 
Brandenburg Choral Festival in 2017.

Born in London in 1951, Philip Sawyers studied at Dartington College of Arts in Devon, violin 
with Colin Sauer, and composition with Helen Glatz (a pupil of Vaughan Williams and Bartok). 
Whilst at the Guildhall School of Music in London, he studied violin with Joan Spencer and Max 
Rostal, and received compositional guidance from Buxton Orr, Patric Stanford and Edmund 
Rubbra.   

www.philipsawyers.co.uk

Hailed by Gramophone Magazine as “a symphonic conductor of stature”, Kenneth Woods 
was appointed Artistic Director and Principal Conductor of the English Symphony Orchestra in 
2013, and has quickly built up an impressive and acclaimed body of work and recordings with 
them. Woods also serves as Artistic Director of both the Colorado MahlerFest – the only US 
organisation other than the New Year Philharmonic to receive the International Gustav Mahler 
Society’s Gold Medal – and in 2017 became the founding Artistic Director of The Elgar Festival 
in Worcester.
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The highpoint of the tonal struggle that Sawyers describes must surely be the shocking and 
remarkable passage in which the timpani and trumpets unleash a seemingly unrelenting 
barrage of fortissimo B-flats, over which the rest of the orchestra interjects several of the 
movement’s main themes in combative rhetorical fashion. The passage serves to wrench the 
tonality back into the dark home-key of B-flat minor for a tragic coda:

Finally, the movement comes to rest on pianissimo B-flats in the trombones and 
tuba plus timpani and bass drum, with the clarinets and bassoons in octaves 
repeating the F – E – G-flat – F motif.

The second movement is the first scherzo in a Sawyers symphony since his First in 2004. It’s 
a virtuosic movement which develops a great deal of the material of the first movement (for 
instance, the main perpetual motion theme is an inversion of the opening motif of the Allegro), 
and which significantly foreshadows some of the melodic material which will permeate the 
final Adagio. Says the composer:

The Presto second movement is a ‘quicksilver’ affair and begins and ends on the 
dominant (F) of the previous movement’s B-flat. In 9/8 time there are some waltz-
like moments with oboes and flutes in thirds, and a fugal section which ‘borrows’ 
the first 6 notes of the opening movement’s first theme. A central Moderato section 
takes the place of a conventional Trio, and, again, a certain amount of melodic 
material from earlier is also used. How I admire and marvel at Haydn’s wonderful 
use of monothematicism in many of his works. After an accelerando the opening 
returns and eventually leads to a breathless piu mosso dash to the double bar.

One of the fascinating characteristics of the Presto, which one encounters often in Sawyers’s 
music, is his use of augmentation and diminution to use the same motivic material to 
generate fast accompanimental patterns and ostinatos and long-breathed melodies. This is 
a technique that we’ll continue to see even in the symphony’s final pages. 

The Finale is full of melodic and motivic connections not only to the first two movements, but 
also to some of his earlier works. Most important of these is probably the rising octave theme 
in dotted rhythm which plays such an important role in the latter part of Hommage to 
Kandinsky, and which opens the slow movement of his Third Symphony and the first 
movement of his Violin Concerto.

Sawyers’s Adagio finale makes fresh use of two of Haydn’s favourite, simplest, musical 
devices. First, there is the way in which he uses changing rhythmic subdivisions as a means 
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The opening movement is one of the most dramatic Sawyers has yet written, described by 
the composer as follows:

A low B-flat in trombones and tuba, reinforced with the timpani and bass drum, 
starts the first movement, fortissimo – diminuendo – piano. Repeated 4 times with 
semitone semiquavers in the strings, F – E – G-flat – F, and F – G-flat – F in 
woodwinds and horns and trumpets, we are in a dark, portentous, ominous Bb 
minor mode. This gesture doesn’t function purely as an introduction, although it 
does ‘introduce.’ Its structural significance becomes clearer as the music 
progresses.

The two thematic cells Sawyers describes above will be integral to almost everything that is 
to follow in the work, in much the same way similar semitone cells pervade Brahms’s first two 
symphonies. The darkness of the mood is made more intense by a fairly high degree of 
rhythmic conflict between the parts. The trombone motif and the F – G-flat – F motif are both 
in four-bar groups, but the two patterns overlap, obscuring the shape of the phrase – is the 
first bar of the piece to be heard as a downbeat or an upbeat? The string theme is in 3/4 time 
against the prevailing 4/4, with upper and lower strings offset from each other by three 
quavers. No sooner are these patterns and tensions established than the mood changes:

The first theme heard in the first violins starts with a semitone rise followed by an 
augmented 4th. These intervals will become inherent to the musical structure 
throughout the movement and indeed, in a varied way, in the Scherzo second 
movement. As the theme rises, almost all twelve chromatic notes are heard, but in 
a way that seem to move smoothly from one tonal centre to another. This is an 
observation after the event. The stream of consciousness that accompanies the act 
of composing does not involve such thoughts, rather these are ones in the 
unconscious mind. I’m much reminded of Hans Keller’s pertinent observations 
about foreground and background when discussing such things.

After a quasi-exposition, the development begins in a D minor-ish vein where a 
wide-spaced, lyrical second theme is introduced as a contrast. At the end of a long 
climactic passage with themes and motifs combined and elaborated the opening 
bars are now heard as a recapitulation but in E minor, an augmented 4th higher 
than the initial B-flat. This is the furthest point away in a tonal sense and makes the 
struggles of the rest of the movement more intense. 
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Woods has conducted the National Symphony 
Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, 
Cincinnati Symphony, BBC National Orchestra of 
Wales, Budapest Festival Orchestra, Royal Northern 
Sinfonia and the English Chamber Orchestra, and 
has made numerous broadcasts for BBC Radio 3, 
National Public Radio and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation. He has appeared on the 
stages of some of the world’s leading music 
festivals, such as Aspen, Scotia and Lucerne.

Under Kenneth Woods’ leadership, the English 
Symphony Orchestra has gained widespread 
recognition as one of the most innovative and 
influential orchestras in the UK. They received 
Classical Music Magazine’s “Premiere of the Year” 
plaudit for both Donald Fraser’s orchestration of the 
Elgar Piano Quintet in 2015 and John Joubert’s 
opera Jane Eyre in 2016. Jane Eyre also marked the 
ESO’s first foray into opera, and the premiere and 
subsequent Somm Recordings CD were both 
received with international critical acclaim including 
a string of five-star reviews, Disc of the Month nods 
and the Birmingham Post’s classical music highlight 
of 2016 accolade.

The first of Woods’ many acclaimed ESO discs was 
volume one in the Complete Piano Concertos of 
Ernst Krenek, selected by The Times as one of their 

“Best Recordings of 2016.” Their recording of 
Fraser’s Elgar orchestrations for Avie was a Classic FM Disc of the Month. The ESO’s Nimbus 
recording of Kenneth’s orchestration of the Brahms’ Piano Quartet in A Major was chosen as 
one of the 10 Best Classical CDs of 2018 by The Arts Desk.

In 2016, Woods and the ESO launched their 21st Century Symphony Project, an ambitious 
multi-year effort to commission, premiere and record nine new symphonies by leading 
composers, with the triumphant premiere of Philip Sawyers’ Third Symphony at St John’s 
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Smith Square. In 2018, the Project continued with the premiere of David Matthews’ Ninth 
Symphony, selected by The Spectator as one of the Top Ten Classical Events of the year.

www.kennethwoods.net

BBC National Orchestra of Wales. For 90 years, BBC National Orchestra of Wales has played 
an integral part in the cultural landscape of Wales, occupying a distinctive role as both 
broadcast and national symphony orchestra. Part of BBC Wales and supported by the Arts 
Council of Wales, it performs a busy schedule of live concerts throughout Wales and the rest 
of the UK. The orchestra is an ambassador of Welsh music, championing contemporary 
composers and musicians, and works closely with Welsh Composer in- Association Huw 
Watkins. The orchestra performs annually at the BBC Proms and biennially at the BBC Cardiff 
Singer of the World competition and its concerts can be heard regularly across the BBC: on 
Radio 3, Radio Wales and Radio Cymru. Building on its extensive work with special educational 
needs schools, BBC NOW performed the first-ever Relaxed Prom in 2017, which won Best 
Family Event at the 2018 Fantastic for Families Awards. In December 2018 the orchestra toured 
to China with Xian Zhang, working with the British Council in China as part of its Inspiring 
Women in the Arts campaign. In 2015, as part of an extensive South America tour, the orchestra 
visited the Welsh colony in Patagonia. BBC NOW is based 
at BBC Hoddinott Hall in Cardiff Bay, where it continues its 
work as one of the UK’s foremost soundtrack orchestras. 
From September Californian conductor Ryan Bancroft will 
join BBC NOW as Principal Conductor.

www.bbc.co.uk/bbcnow

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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About the music

The first sketches for the 4th’s opening movement are dated 8th July 2017 and final 
bars of the whole work dated 21st March 2018. Buoyed up by the acclaim of the 
3rd and encouragement from various people to write another symphony, this falls 
between 2 voice-based works [Three Shakespeare Songs and Mayflower on the 
Sea of Time]. I had just finished my 3 Shakespeare Songs for A Capella choir 
(commissioned by Maidstone Singers) and wanted to get back to a purely 
symphonic work.  

Sawyers’s Fourth Symphony is scored for an orchestra of two flutes, two oboes, two 
clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, bass 
drum, cymbals and strings. Structurally, it marks a departure from his First and Third 
Symphonies, which are both in the traditional four-movement form, and the one-movement 
Second. Sawyers says of the somewhat unusual structure that:

My Fourth symphony is in three movements. “Why?” might be a reasonable 
question. The answer is that simply that by the time the third movement was 
complete, there was nothing more to say.

Historically, the three-movement symphony seems to have been favoured by Francophone 
symphonists like Chausson, Dukas and Franck who often discarded the traditional minuet or 
scherzo in favour of a middle movement which combines the characteristics of slow 
movement and dance movement, an approach later adopted by Stravinsky.  

In the Austro-German tradition, Bruckner accidentally left another model with his unfinished 
Ninth Symphony. Although he always intended the work to be in four movements, it is most 
often performed as a three-movement torso, omitting the Finale he didn’t live to complete. 
The result is a third movement which serves as both slow movement and finale. What 
Bruckner left us by accident, Sawyers has done by design, with a symphony which opens 
with a large-scale and highly-charged sonata-allegro movement (Moderato), continues with 
a fast (Presto) scherzo and concludes with a long Adagio.

While the Fourth Symphony sees Sawyers exploring the possibilities of a different kind of 
symphonic architecture, it also develops many of the facets of his language explored in the 
first three symphonies, particularly the integration of twelve-tone techniques and melodies 
into a tonal hierarchy, and the development of small motivic cells, usually based on semitones, 
which unify the entire work. Like those earlier works, the Fourth also employs a great deal of 
contrapuntal writing.
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