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Gavin Higgins (b.1983): Ekstasis



GURSKY LANDSCAPES (2015-18)  
string quintet 
 
Performed by David Cohen (cello) and the 
Piatti Quartet 
 
1.  Dolomites, Cable Car       
2.  Les Mées       
3.  Kamiokande      
4.  Utah       
5.  Kathedrale 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gursky Landscapes (2015-2018) was commissioned by David 
Cohen with the Cheltenham Festival with support from the 
Garrick Charitable Trust, and first performed by David and the 
Carducci Quartet in the Pittville Pump Room at the Cheltenham 
Festival on 6 July 2018. 

It was purely by accident that I happened 
across the photographer Andreas Gurksy. I 
was looking for a copy of The Devils 
Playground by Nan Goldin, but instead found 
a book chronicling the photography of Gursky 
from 1980-2008. I opened the book randomly 
and my gaze fell on Kathdrale I: a vast wall of 
stained-glass windows looming over five tiny 
human figures. 
 
It’s an image that suggests decline and ruin: the 
washed-out colour of the stained glass; the pile 
of rubble and gaping hole in the floor all hinting 
at a kind of faded opulence. But I was also 
intrigued by its ambiguities: Could such an 
image be real? Where are the columns that 
would normally buttress the windows? It’s an 
astonishing, inexplicable image. 
 
Gursky’s photography is unique in many ways, 
not least in its clarity of detail and immense, 
monumental scale (some images up to five 
meters long). But what I find most engaging is 
the way Gursky plays against traditional ideas 
of majestic beauty: epic landscapes are often 
juxtaposed by evidence of human intervention 
such as concrete pillars, roads, cable cars, 
boats etc. It was only as he developed the 
negative of Klausen Pass did he discover the 
tiny human figures casually exploring the alps 
– aliens in this mountainous landscape.  
 
I have chosen five of Gursky’s images as 
inspiration. Three of these are outdoors in 
mountainous panoramas (Dolomites, Les Mées 
and Utah), each asking questions about man’s 
place within these wild landscapes; and two 
are indoor, ‘cathedral-esque’ spaces 
(Kamiokande and Kathedrale), the tiny human 
figures engulfed by these epic spaces.  

In Dolomites, Cable Car, a cable car is seen 
precariously ascending into - or descending 
from - a void of cloud which the mountains 
themselves are hidden behind.  
 
In Les Mées, thousands of solar panels cut 
through a pristine alpine backdrop. The image 
suggests undulating waves or rolling hills that 
are both in harmony with and, out of place 
within, the landscape in which they sit. 
 
Kamiokande captures the pristine beauty of the 
neutrino observatory located deep beneath 
Mount Kamioka in Japan. A monumental 
subterranean cave of bright yellow lights that 
are reflected in the ethereal water beneath; the 
tiny humans in a boat mere visitors in this alien 
landscape 
 
Utah, inspired by a photo taken on Gursky’s 
iPhone, is unlike his previous work: much of it 
is out of focus, like an amateur photo taken 
from a moving car, yet somehow captures the 
speed and movement of the foreground, 
middle ground and background. 
 
Though each movement is self-contained, 
fragments of melody and triadic chorales (used 
here to represent the mountainous landscape 
found in three of the images) seep through the 
work, loosely connecting each with familiar 
thematic motifs. 
 
This is a concertante work and as such the solo 
cello features heavily throughout, framing 
each movement with a series of expressive 
lines and cadenzas, perhaps depicting the 
traces of human intrusion found within the 
images themselves. 
  



Thomas Gould, All Saints’ Finchley, June 2021(L to R) Michael Trainor, Zara Benyounes, Jessie Ann Richardson, David Cohen, Sara Roberts, Tetsuumi NagataFidelio Trio (Mary Dullea, Darragh Morgan, Tim Gill), Wyastone Concert Hall, November 2020



THE RUINS OF DETROIT (2014)  
piano trio 
 
Performed by the Fidelio Trio 
 
1.  Ballroom, Lee Plaza Hotel        
2.  Car, Michigan Theatre       
3.  Piano, St Albertus School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ruins of Detroit (2014) was commissioned by the Fidelio Trio with 
support from the Britten-Pears Foundation, and first performed by 
them in the Pittville Pump Room at the Cheltenham Festival on 5 
July 2014. 

“[Ruins] appear to be a natural and sublime 
demonstration of our human destinies and of 
their paradoxes, a dramatization of our creative 
and self-destructive vanities.” Thomas J. Sugrue 
 
 
 
 
Ruins are found in all parts of the world, the 
temples and monuments of the once great 
empires of Egypt, Greece, and Rome serving as 
stark reminders that decay is an inherent part of 
life; that all things must end. Nowhere is this felt 
more acutely than in the modern-day ghost 
towns and abandoned buildings that litter 
America, Australia, and Europe.  
 
Here we experience the process of decline first-
hand; our deepest desires, fears, and anxieties 
reflected back through abandoned theatres, 
tower blocks, amusement parks, and 
supermarkets. 
 
Detroit was once the global capital of the 
automobile industry. At its peak it was one of 
the world’s richest and densely populated cities, 
attracting some of the early 20th Century’s 
finest architects. The collapse of Detroit’s 
automobile industry alongside escalating racial 
and social tensions contributed to the cities 
decline. Today ‘the Motor City’ is littered with 
deserted ballrooms, theatres, factories, schools 
and homes; poignant relics of the American 
dream gone wrong. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre captured 
the essence of these ‘ruins’ in a series of 
evocative photographs that document the faded 
glory of this once great city. Three photographs 
hold a particular poignancy for me, and from 
which I have drawn inspiration for this work. The 
first of these, Ballroom Lee Plaza Hotel, is on the 
cover of this booklet. 
 
A hazy and veiled sound world dominates the 
first movement. An extremely slow waltz is 
interrupted by a spiky piano motif that 
eventually leads into a faster paced second 
movement. Mechanical and rhythmic, this 
movement builds to a screaming climax before 
abruptly moving back to the smoky, non-
distinct world of the opening. In the final 
movement a blanket of sustained string 
harmonics underpins delicate prepared piano 
ornamentation. After a final low flourish, the 
slow waltz from the opening reappears, 
moving up through the entire range of the 
piano until finally fading away. 
 
  



SEVEN WELSH FOLK SONGS 
solo violin 
 
Performed by Thomas Gould 
 

1. Dacw ‘Nghariad I  
2. Hob Y Deri Dando 
3. Pwsi Meri Mew        
4. Tros Y Garreg    
5. Y Pren Ar Y Bryn        
6. Beth Yw’r Haf I Mi   
7. Y Saith Gysgadur (Dadl Dau)  

 
 

1. There is my Love 
2. All the Day 
3. Pussy Mary Mew 
4. Over the Stone 
5. The Tree on the Hill 
6. What’s Summer to Me? 
7. Once a Farmer and His Wife  
     (Flaunting Two) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Whilst working on The Faerie Bride for the 
Aldeburgh Festival – a cantata based on the 
Welsh legend of Lyn y Fan Fach - I became 
fascinated by the rich and elusive world of 
Welsh folk music. Some of the tunes I 
discovered found their way into the cantata but 
I inadvertently found myself arranging others 
for solo violin. 
 
Many Welsh folk tunes and airs are very 
ancient, stretching back to the time of Henry V, 
whilst others are more recent, being written in 
the 17 and 1800’s. But no matter when these 
melodies originated, most Welsh folk songs fall 
into three main categories: songs of love, 
songs of nature, and songs of battle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Thomas Gould, All Saints’ East Finchley, June 2021 

  



Thomas Gould, All Saints’ Finchley, June 2021(L to R) Michael Trainor, Zara Benyounes, Jessie Ann Richardson, David Cohen, Sara Roberts, Tetsuumi Nagata



EKSTASIS (2019) 
string sextet 
 
Performed by David Cohen (cello) and the 
Piatti Quartet with Sara Roberts (viola) 
 

1.  Palms rise to the universe  
2.  Sweat  
3.  We turn to the gods and are torn apart  
4.   Meditation  
5.  This he plunged into my heart 

 
 
 
 
 
Ekstasis explores the ways in which humans 
endeavour to attain states of ecstasy, lose 
control and transcend ‘the self’. Whether 
through the use of drugs and substances, sex or 
religious fervour, acts of violence, meditation or 
ritual, human beings are driven to habitually 
seek out a whole range of ecstatic experiences 
and, in complete contradiction to the somewhat 
stoic and mundane rituals that dominate our 
lives, occasionally lose control. 
For many people ecstatic experiences are 
simply moments of euphoria and pleasure; 
when they feel momentarily connected to the 
world and those around them, often achieved 
through recreational drugs, alcohol, and sex. 
 
Others seek ecstasy through meditation, 
spirituality, or the use of ‘sacred’ substances. 
These are the kind of ecstatic journeys where 
one might transcend normal consciousness, 
stand ‘outside of oneself’, and attain ego-
death: the ‘complete loss of subjective self-
identity’. 
 

Of course, sometimes the search for ecstatic 
experiences can lead down a more unsettling 
path, for example in the case of acts of violence 
and substance abuse. 
 
Inspiration for this work came from Jules 
Evans’ brilliant book, “The Art of Losing 
Control: a philosopher’s search for ecstatic 
experiences”, but more specifically I’ve drawn 
from a broad selection of art, literature and 
pop culture. 
 
1. The title for Palms rise to the universe  is 
taken from the Rhianna/Sia Song, Diamonds, 
which is widely recognised as a song about the 
use of MDMA or ‘Molly’ as it’s known in 
America: ‘Palms rise to the universe, as we 
moonshine and molly…’ 
 
2. The inspiration for Sweat came from a series 
of extraordinarily candid photographs by Nan 
Goldin, which depicts two men - Clemens and 
Jens - in an intimate act of lovemaking. 
 
3. The Maenads, or Bacchus, were a Dionysian 
religious cult famously dramatised in 
Euripides’ play, The Bacchae. At the climax of 
the play Agave, along with the other Maenads 
whom Dionysus has whipped into a drunken, 
violent frenzy, rips apart her own son, 
Pentheus, thinking him a mountain lion. The 
title comes from an inscription in Robin 
Robertson’s recent translation of the play: 
 

We turn to the gods 
but the gods turn us; 
we turn to the gods 
and are torn apart. 
 

4. Meditation  is something more intimate and 
private: a moment of reflection, calm and 
clarity. 
 
5. Saint Teresa of Ávila was a Carmelite and 
nun from the 1500’s whose spiritual 
enlightenment came as a result of numerous 
visions and mystical experiences, the most 
famous of which was immortalised by Bernini 
in his statue, The Ecstasy of St Teresa. In her 
autobiography Teresa speaks of an episode 
when an angel, whose ‘face was so aflame’, 
pierces her heart with a divine spear. She 
speaks of this vision in vividly explicit detail, 
verging on the hallucinatory and sexual:  
 
“In his hands I saw a great golden spear, and 
at the iron tip there appeared to be a point of 
fire. This he plunged in my heart several times 
so that it penetrated to my entrails. When he 
pulled it out, I felt that he took them with it, and 
left me utterly consumed by the great love of 
God. The pain was so severe that it made me 
utter several moans … This is not a physical 
pain, but a spiritual pain, though the body has 
some share in it.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ekstasis (2019) was commissioned by the Richard Thomas 
Foundation with support from Sam Berwick, and is due to be 
premièred at the Aldeburgh Festival in June 2022.  



Gavin Higgins 2019 © Angela Barnes



BIOGRAPHIES 
 
 
GAVIN HIGGINS (b. 1983) is one of the most 
exciting and gifted compositional talents of his 
generation, described as ‘boldly imaginative’ 
(Times) and ‘a talent to watch’ (New York 
Times).  From a long lineage of brass band 
musicians, Higgins was born in 
Gloucestershire and grew up in the Forest of 
Dean. He studied French horn at Chetham’s 
School of Music and composition at The Royal 
Northern College of Music and the Royal 
College of Music. 
 
In 2010 he became the inaugural music fellow 
for the Rambert Dance Company writing a 
number of daring ballet scores including What 
Wild Ecstasy (2012) which was shortlisted for a 
British Composer Award; and the ground-
breaking Dark Arteries (2015) which was 
shortlisted for a Royal Philharmonic Award and 
a British Composer Award. The recording of 
his brass music, Dark Arteries: The Music of 
Gavin Higgins, won the 4barsrest, British 
Bandsman, and Brass Band World CD of the 
year award. 
 
Higgins has worked with orchestras and 
ensembles such as the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Royal Scottish National Orchestra, 
London Sinfonietta, Psappha New Music 
Ensemble, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, 
Manchester Camerata, Aalborg Symphony 
Orchestra and Vancouver Symphony 
Orchestra. His trombone concerto, 
commissioned by the BBC Symphony 
Orchestra, won an Ivor Novello Award in 2019. 
  
 

 
 
 
His work has been commissioned by some of 
the UK’s leading festivals, including three 
commissions for the BBC Proms: Der 
Aufstand  (2012), Rough Voices (2020) and 
the ‘fast, exciting and brilliantly scored’ 
(Telegraph) Velocity which opened the Last 
Night of the Proms (2014). 
  
In 2019 his first opera, The Monstrous Child, 
commissioned by the Royal Opera House, 
opened to critical acclaim, being described as 
‘a triumph’ (Guardian). In 2020 Higgins was 
appointed Composer-in-Association with the 
BBC National Orchestra of Wales.  
www.gavinhiggins.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAPHAËL MOUTERDE is a Grammy and Echo 
Klassik award-winning classical music record 
producer who has worked over the last 15 
years with a large range of major labels, 
production companies and recording artists.   
www.lemniscat.com 
 
 

 
 
 
DAVID COHEN was born in Belgium and 
studied in the UK at the Yehudi Menuhin 
School and the Guildhall School of Music & 
Drama. Since making his solo debut at the age 
of ten with orchestra National de Belgique, he 
has worked as a soloist with some of the 
world’s most distinguished conductors and 
with orchestras including the BBC Symphony, 
Philharmonia, London Philharmonic, 
Orchestre National de Belgique, Orchestre 
Philharmonique de Liège, Zurich Chamber 
Orchestra, Sinfonia Varsovia, St. Petersburg 
Philharmonic, l’Orchestre de Chambre de 
Lausanne, Orchestre de la Suisse Romande, 
RTE National Symphony Orchestra of Ireland, 
Seoul Philharmonic and NHK Symphony 
Orchestra.  He has won more than 25 
international prizes and awards, and 
performed as a soloist in Carnegie Hall, 
Amsterdam Concertgebouw, Vienna 
Musikverein, Köln Philharmonie, and Brussels 
Palais des Beaux Arts, thanks to winning the 
ECHO “Rising Star” Award. He has recorded 
Lalo Cello Concerto with Orchestre 
Philharmonique de Liège for Cypres and 
Cheryl Frances-Hoad’s Katharsis for Champs 
Hill Records which he commissioned.  He has 
also commissioned new works from Ian 
Wilson, Gordon Crosse and Gavin 
Higgins.  He plays on the “Ex-
Pergamenschikow” cello by Dominicus 
Montagnana circa 1735, thanks to the 
generosity of Pat Morton and the Razumovsky 
Trust. www.davidcohen.be 
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THOMAS GOULD Described as an artist who 
“refuses to be defined by a single 
genre” (Guardian), Thomas Gould is a violinist 
with wide-ranging musical interests. Gould has 
fast established for himself a reputation as one 
of Britain’s foremost interpreters of 
contemporary music whilst also remaining 
dedicated to the core classical repertoire.  
Gould is leader of Britten Sinfonia, one of the 
world’s most celebrated unconducted 
ensembles, and frequently directs the orchestra 
from the violin. His recording of 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations arranged for 
strings by D. Sitkovetsky with Britten Sinfonia 
(Harmonia Mundi, 2015) was received to great 
critical acclaim. From 2005-2016 Gould was 
leader of Aurora Orchestra. Gould’s solo 
albums include Beethoven’s Violin Concerto 
and Vaughan Williams’ The Lark Ascending 
with Sinfonietta Riga (Live in Riga, Edition 
Classics, 2015), an album of contemporary 
works for solo violin (Bach to Parker, Champs 
Hill Records, 2014), and Nico Muhly’s Seeing 
is Believing with Aurora Orchestra (Decca, 
2011). He has recorded two albums with the 
swing band The Man Overboard Quintet and 
several other jazz releases. Gould trained at 
the Royal Academy of Music where he is now 
an associate. He plays a Giovanni Battista 
Guadagnini violin made in 1782.   
www.thomasgould.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
THE FIDELIO TRIO are Darragh Morgan 
(violin) Tim Gill (cello) and Mary Dullea 
(piano).  Shortlisted for the 2016 Royal 
Philharmonic Society Music Awards and 
praised as “virtuoisic” (Sunday Times), the 
Fidelio Trio have performed across the globe 
from Wigmore Hall to Shanghai Oriental Arts 
Centre, New York’s National Sawdust to NCPA 
Mumbai. An extensive discography includes 
Ravel and Saint-Saëns for Resonus Classics; 
Philip Glass Pendulum-Head On; Korngold 
and Schoenberg (Verklärte Nacht arr. 
Steuermann) for Naxos; the complete Michael 
Nyman Piano Trios for MN Records; multiple 
releases on NMC, Delphian Records including 
portrait albums of composers E J Moeran, Luke 
Bedford, Joe Cutler and Michael Zev 
Gordon.  Their recent releases of French Piano 
Trios was a Gramophone Magazine Editors’ 
Choice.  Composers the Trio have worked 
closely with and premiered include Anna 
Clyne, Toshio Hosokawa, Charles Wuorinen, 
Johannes Maria Staud, Michael Nyman, 
Gerald Barry, Donnacha Dennehy, Ann 
Cleare, Simon Bainbridge, David Fennessy 
and Judith Weir. Artistic Directors of their 
annual Winter Chamber Music Festival at 
Belvedere House, Dublin City University they 
continue to be passionate in their advocacy for 
the piano trio across the world.  
www.fideliotrio.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
THE PIATTI QUARTET are Michael Trainor 
(violin), Zara Benyounes (violin), Tetsuumi 
Nagata (viola) and Jessie Ann Richardson 
(cello). Widely renowned for their 'acute 
sensitivity' and their 'lyrical warmth', they have, 
since their prizewinning performances at the 
2015 Wigmore Hall String Quartet 
Competition, performed all over the world and 
given international broadcasts from many 
countries. Passionate champions of 
contemporary music, they have made ground-
breaking commissions with leading UK 
composers such as Joseph Phibbs, Emily 
Howard and Mark-Anthony Turnage, 
alongside many premieres with composers 
such as Simon Holt, Freya Waley-Cohen and 
Darren Bloom. Since their inception they have 
always had projects in the recording studio 
with critically acclaimed releases through Linn, 
Somm, Champs Hill, and the NMC record 
labels. Recent partnerships on the concert 
stage have included Ian Bostridge, Nicky 
Spence, Michael Collins, Belcea Quartet, 
Janina Fialkowska, Melvin Tan, Julius Drake, 
Katherine Broderick and Adam Walker. The 
Piatti Quartet takes its name from the great 
19th-century cellist Alfredo Piatti, who was a 
leading professor and exponent of chamber 
music at the Royal Academy of Music. 
www.piattiquartet.com 
 
SARA ROBERTS is a founder member of the 
prizewinning Benyounes Quartet, and a 
regular collaborator with the Piatti Quartet. 
www.benyounesquartet.com  
 
  



THANKS 
 
I’d like to thank all the brilliant musicians who 
worked so diligently on this album. It’s a real 
treat to have my music performed by such a 
talented, open, and engaging group of people 
who really ‘get’ my musical language. Thank you 
for taking my music seriously and bringing it to 
life so vividly. 
  
Michael, Zara, Tetsuumi, Sara, and Jessie, you 
made my music sing and dance and scream and 
glow. Thank you for hard work and commitment 
to my little tunes. 
  
To Darragh, Mary, and Tim for 
commissioning The Ruins of Detroit, helping get 
the piece nominated for a British Composer 
Award, and performing it around the world. 
  
To David for commissioning Gursky 
Landscapes and performing it with such flair and 
panache. Thank you giving so much of yourself 
to my music. 
  
To Thom for your time, patience, and exquisite 
playing. My Welsh Folk Songs are all the better 
for your advice and suggestions. 
  
To Raphaël for your amazing ears and attention 
to detail. You've made this album shine. 
 
To the Richard Thomas Foundation and Sam 
Berwick for commissioning Ekstasis. Though the 
premiere was moved back due to the pandemic, 
I look forward to you finally getting to hear the 
piece played live soon. 
  
 
 

 
 
A big thank you to my friends, family, and my 
partner for their inexhaustible support (and 
limitless cups of tea!). You’ve always been the 
biggest champions of my music (even the 
misfires) and for that that I’m eternally grateful. 
  
And finally, this album could not have been 
made without the support and encouragement of 
Richard Thomas to whom I owe a debt of 
gratitude. Thank you for introducing yourself to 
me when I was at Rambert and being such a 
strong advocate for my music. 
 

 
GAVIN HIGGINS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RTF CLASSICAL  
 
RTF Classical is a record label owned by the 
Richard Thomas Foundation, aiming to bring 
interesting and occasionally challenging pieces 
of contemporary music to new audiences. Our 
main focus is contemporary composition: recent 
recordings include chamber music composed by 
Charlotte Bray, Laurence Crane, Jonathan Dove, 
Gavin Higgins, Jóhann Jóhannsson, Hannah 
Kendall, Joseph Phibbs, Richard Rijnvos, Alec 
Roth and Dobrinka Tabakova. www.rtfn.eu 
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This recording has been made possible 
through generous support from Sam Berwick, 
Simon Guild, The Fidelio Charitable Trust and 
The Nimbus Foundation. 
 
RECORDING 
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