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Dirty Beasts (1988) for narrator and ensemble
The Pig 3’38
The Tummy Beast 3’22
The Crocodile  1’39
Simon Callow narrator · New London Chamber Ensemble · Martin Butler piano

Down-Hollow Winds (1991) for wind quintet
Pesante  3’33
Vivace  2’24
Lontano  3’38
Energico  3’57
Piacevole  2’20
New London Chamber Ensemble

Lovesongs Waltzes (1997) for clarinet and piano  11’22
Neyire Ashworth clarinet · Martin Butler piano

Rumba Machine (2009) for solo piano  4’33
Martin Butler piano

Fall (2012) for fl ute and piano  6’05
Robert Manasse fl ute · Martin Butler piano

Preludes Inégales (2013) for piano
Carousels  5’52
Circuits (Self-portrait, with band)  3’45
Chameleon  3’52
Martin Butler piano

Rondes d’Automne (2010–11) for nonet   17’21
New London Chamber Ensemble 
members of the Navarra String Quartet · Leon Bosch double bass
Commissioned by NLCE

Total timing 77’48

New London
Chamber Ensemble

Robert Manasse fl ute/piccolo

Melanie Ragge oboe/cor anglais

Neyire Ashworth B fl at clarinet/
bass clarinet

Stephen Stirling horn

Adam Mackenzie bassoon

members of the 
Navarra String Quartet

Magnus Johnston violin

Simone van der Giessen viola

Brian O’Kane cello

MARTIN
BUTLER
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S
panning a neat quarter-
century of Martin Butler’s 
composing life, this is a disc 
of connections but also of 

contrasts: contrasts of matter and 
manner, overlapping instrumentations 
doing sometimes very different 
things, snapshots from a body of 
work which seems to keep circling 
around the same themes and technical 
preoccupations and yet which has 
shifted weight and focus over the 
period covered here. The earliest 
work included dates from 1988; four 
years earlier, aged twenty-four, Butler 
had signed a publishing contract with 
Oxford University Press, at a time when 
fi nding a publisher was still the best 
possible start to a young composer’s 
career.

A steady stream of commissions 
followed for ensemble, chamber 
and orchestral works, as well as 
opportunities to work and undertake 
further study in both the USA and Italy 
(two tape works were also important 
outcomes of this period). Back home, 
a request from the British ensemble 

Aquarius and its conductor Nicholas 
Cleobury prompted Butler to turn his 
skill for sharp, clean textures and his 
unprejudiced openness to a variety 
of literary genres to three settings 
of – or perhaps more precisely 
accompaniments for – poems by Roald 
Dahl. For a while Dirty Beasts became 
his most performed piece, even while 
his career generally moved in other 
directions. On the present disc too, it is 
in several respects the outlier, though 
there will be many prospective listeners 
for whom it is the central attraction, and 
though, too, it is in many ways a perfect 
introduction to Butler’s musical world, 
with its expertly blended instrumental 
colours, its focus on rhythm and 
harmony rather than counterpoint, and 
its self-deprecating wit.

Its avoidance of songlike utterance in 
favour of lightly rhythmicised narration 
for a speaking actor might also, with 
hindsight, be seen as characteristic. 
Butler has generally avoided the 
business of ‘setting’ pre-existing text, 
especially verse: a lyrical passage 
from Timothy Mo’s novel An Insular 

Possession and some lines (more 
heightened prose than verse) from 
Whitman’s ‘Crossing Brooklyn Ferry’ 
in the oratorio Two Rivers; two operas 
whose libretti (one highly artifi cial, the 
other more or less naturalistic) were 
developed in tandem with Butler’s 
own work on the music; then not much 
else at all with text until the Blake 
setting for baritone and piano which 
was Butler’s contribution to The NMC 
Songbook in 2009.

Butler would work again with Nicholas 
Cleobury during the latter’s tenure as 
principal conductor of the Oxford Bach 
Choir, which commissioned Two Rivers 
(surely the Butler work most urgently 
in need of a revival) and premiered it 
in December 2001. By this time, all of 
Butler’s characteristic ‘themes’ had 
become evident: rivers themselves 
(not only in Two Rivers but also the 
orchestral work O Rio and the chamber 
opera A Better Place); the seaside (in 
On the Rocks, revisited more recently 
in From the Fairground of Dreams 
and perhaps also in ‘Carousels’ on 
the present disc); and folk music, 

particularly that of rural America, as in 
the piano quintet American Rounds, 
the virtuosic violin solo Bluegrass 
Variations, and the wind quintet 
Down-Hollow Winds. ‘Down-hollow’, 
according to the composer, is ‘a 
colloquial American expression which 
implies an isolated, back-woodsy 
degree of countrifi cation’ – though in 
fact, folk style is only an intermittent 
surface feature of the piece, which 
derives (sometimes highly abstracted) 
harmonic and melodic patterns from 
the characteristic modes of folk music.

Those patterns are at their most 
abstract in the opening movement, 
which is almost ostentatiously 
sober, simply juxtaposing blocks of 
harmony for most of its duration. The 
horn tries twice to break free, and 
the clarinet is briefl y granted some 
independence as a more mobile inner 
part, though these small moments 
of freedom hardly register. Just for a 
few bars in the middle the cor anglais 
asserts itself outside the prevailing 
timbral homogeny, but even here 
the movement’s small collection of 
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rhythmic and harmonic fi gures governs 
the discourse. Somewhere below the 
unvarying surface, deep questions are 
being asked about counterpoint, real 
or conceptual; about sameness and 
difference, and about contrast within 
sameness.

They are answered, on the canvas 
of the present piece, largely by a 
scheme of sharp contrasts between 
(rather than within) movements, or 
at least of contrasted surfaces; a 
closer inspection is prone to reveal 
commonalities of material here too. In 
the second movement the instruments 
operate mostly in pairs and threes, 
although the horn strikes out on its 
own three times at the centre before 
being reclaimed for the group. The 
third seems to recreate Ligetian 
micropolyphony on Butler’s own 
terms, and is like nothing else he has 
written, even if the music is drawn 
closer to the folklike by the sequence 
of instrumental solos (fl ute, oboe, later 
an eerie stopped horn) with which 
this textural backdrop is overlaid. The 
fourth movement – by far the liveliest 

and showiest – largely progresses in 
two layers, whose instrumental make-
up constantly shifts, while the gentler 
fi fth (where, as in the fi rst, the oboist 
switches to cor anglais) reconceives 
the dual layering as a sort of smudged 
organum, with usually two versions 
of the same line moving in not-quite-
parallel motion.

Another recurring Butler theme is 
that of ghosts. They people the opera 
A Better Place and the Hamletian 
string quintet Sentinels. Sometimes 
they are musicians: the disembodied 
fi ddler of the string quartet Songs 
and Dances from a Haunted Place 
(another piece ostensibly without 
counterpoint); the spectral presence 
– or presences, as both composer 
and pianist – of Debussy in On the 
Rocks. Is Brahms another such visitor? 
The title of Lovesongs Waltzes is, 
Butler explains, ‘a clumsily literal 
translation’ of the German composer’s 
Liebeslieder-Walzer. The music itself 
has (unlike On the Rocks) no direct 
quotations, but it is of course for 
what late in life became Brahms’s 

favourite instrument, whose different 
characteristic registers and timbres 
seem to be the subject matter of 
the piece as much as its ability to 
turn on a dime from lyrical grace to 
sharp-cornered agility, and, in and 
after the long central accelerando, 
from breathlessness back to songful 
grandeur.

Other works tell a different story about 
human presence/absence. Jazz 
Machines (written for the London 
Sinfonietta in 1990, between Dirty 
Beasts and Down-Hollow Winds) is 
itself a kind of ghost story, an 
evocation of ‘jazz that machines might 
play on the sly’, when no human is 
listening. The more recent Rumba 
Machine is very much for human 
listeners – and for one in particular. 
This jazzy toccata was written in 2009 
to celebrate Gavin Henderson’s 
twenty-fi fth year as director of 
Dartington International Summer 
School, and pays tribute to his twin 
loves of dancing (hence the rumba) 
and of trumpets (hence the fanfares 
which open and punctuate the piece, 

and are transformed – made liquid – 
in its characteristically Butlerian 
compound-time middle section). The 
composer himself gave the premiere 
at Dartington in August 2009, and 
performed it again the following 
summer to mark Henderson’s fi nal 
year in charge.

Butler’s thoughts were much focused 
on the piano at this time as a result 
of his involvement as a player in the 
ensemble Notes Inégales, founded 
by Peter Wiegold to explore border 
areas between contemporary 
composed and improvised music. 
Butler has often conceived piano 
pieces as sketches or pendants, just 
before or just after larger works for 
other forces; in the case of the three 
Preludes Inégales, the relationship 
was rather to Butler’s live experiences 
performing with the group. He 
found the regular involvement in 
improvisation, and the tactility of 
piano-playing, affecting his sense of 
compositional priorities generally, 
and for these short character pieces 
tried a new creative routine. He would 
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sit at the piano – downstairs in his 
mews house in Hove – and generate 
musical material by improvising; then 
he would quickly go upstairs to input 
it into the computer, the subsequent 
process of elaboration and revision 
similarly taking place between 
piano and notation software. It’s not 
that these pieces are ‘downstairs’ 
music where Butler’s other notated 
works are ‘upstairs’ – rather that the 
movement between the two locations, 
and the different kinds of physical 
and mental engagement embodied 
in each, offered new possibilities in 
terms of both compositional process 
and results. And yet, again, difference 
disguises an underlying sameness, for 
Butler’s music has always taken the 
form of an oeuvre of fi nished, notated 
‘pieces’ which nonetheless draws 
creative sustenance from non-notated 
musical practices: folk music, jazz, 
improvisation …

The threads come together – again 
differently, again the same – in the 
two remaining chamber works on 
this recording. A more literal kind of 

difference-within-repetition is at work 
here, since Fall makes a new piece 
out of some of the material created 
the previous year for the nonet Rondes 
d’Automne. The smaller piece was 
written for the fl autist Helen Whitaker; 
the title ‘Fall’ refers, of course, both to 
the descending melodies it borrows 
from the nonet and to the American 
season, and perhaps one might 
imagine the work as a companion 
piece to Walden Snow, the American 
winter landscape that concluded 
Butler’s last NMC disc.

That disc also contained the fi rst of 
several Butler pieces whose titles 
refer to ‘Rounds’ – though the newest 
of them, Rondes d’Automne, makes 
a connection outside Butler’s own 
music too, alluding to the title of 
Debussy’s Rondes de printemps 
(‘Spring Rounds’). The piece opens 
with three elements already familiar 
to the listener who has heard Fall: 
the descending fl ute line, the off-
beat quaver fi ligree against it (whose 
original instrumental conception, we 
now discover, was for muted violin), 

and a middle-register bassoon 
note, quietly presaging the tolling 
piano left hand of the later duo. If 
the continuous seventeen-minute 
movement that subsequently 
unfolds seems at times like an 
object lesson in compositional 
sophistication, with its assured 
handling of a large unconducted 
ensemble, its subtle integration 
of a range of speeds and 
characters, and – most 
surprisingly? – its noticeable 
concern with points of imitation 
and with other forms of local and/
or long-range motivic working, 
we should also note its eminently 
Butlerian balancing of the 
controlled and the unbuttoned, 
the developmental and the 
circular, of attractive incident and 
the sort of sustained momentum 
which leads the fi nal six-minute 
Comodo section (complete with 
moto perpetuo semiquavers and 
quasi-minimalist harmonic shifts) 
towards its gentle close.

© 2016 John Fallas
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The Pig

In England once there lived a big
And wonderfully clever pig.
To everybody it was plain
That Piggy had a massive brain.
He worked out sums inside his head,
There was no book he hadn’t read.
He knew what made an airplane fl y,
He knew how engines worked and why.
He knew all this, but in the end
One question drove him round the bend:
He simply couldn’t puzzle out
What LIFE was really all about.
What was the reason for his birth? 
Why was he placed upon this earth? 
His giant brain went round and round.
Alas, no answer could be found.
Till suddenly one wondrous night.
All in a fl ash he saw the light.
He jumped up like a ballet dancer
And yelled, “By gum, I’ve got the answer!”
“They want my bacon slice by slice
“To sell at a tremendous price! 
“They want my tender juicy chops
“To put in all the butchers’ shops! 
“They want my pork to make a roast
“And that’s the part’ll cost the most! 

“They want my sausages in strings! 
“They even want my chitterlings! 
“The butcher’s shop! The carving knife! 
That is the reason for my life!”
Such thoughts as these are not designed
To give a pig great piece of mind.
Next morning, in comes Farmer Bland,
A pail of pigswill in his hand,
And piggy with a mighty roar,
Bashes the farmer to the fl oor …
Now comes the rather grisly bit
So let’s not make too much of it,
Except that you must understand
That Piggy did eat Farmer Bland,
He ate him up from head to toe,
Chewing the pieces nice and slow.
It took an hour to reach the feet,
Because there was so much to eat,
And when he fi nished, Pig, of course,
Felt absolutely no remorse.
Slowly he scratched his brainy head
And with a little smile he said,
“I had a fairly powerful hunch
“That he might have me for his lunch.
“And so, because I feared the worst,
“I thought I’d better eat him fi rst.”

The Tummy Beast

One afternoon I said to mummy,
“Who is this person in my tummy?
“He must be small and very thin
“Or how could he have gotten in?”
My mother said from where she sat,
“It isn’t nice to talk like that.”
“It’s true!” I cried. “I swear it, mummy!
“There is a person in my tummy!
“He talks to me at night in bed,
“He’s always asking to be fed,
“Throughout the day, he screams at me,
“Demanding sugar buns for tea.
“He tells me it is not a sin
“To go and raid the biscuit tin.
“I know quite well it’s awfully wrong
“To guzzle food the whole day long,
“But really I can’t help it, mummy,
“Not with this person in my tummy.”
“You horrid child!” my mother cried.
“Admit it right away, you’ve lied!
“You’re simply trying to produce
“A silly asinine excuse!
“You are the greedy guzzling brat!
“And that is why you’re always fat!”
I tried once more, “Believe me, mummy,
“There is a person in my tummy.”

Dirty Beasts (1988) for narrator and ensemble

“I’ve had enough!” my mother said,
“You’d better go at once to bed!”
Just then, a nicely timed event
Delivered me from punishment.
Deep in my tummy something stirred,
And then an awful noise was heard,
A snorting grumbling grunting sound
That made my tummy jump around.
My darling mother nearly died,
“My goodness, what was that?” she cried.
At once, the tummy voice came through,
It shouted, “Hey there! Listen you!
“I’m getting hungry! I want eats!
“I want lots of chocs and sweets!
“Get me half a pound of nuts!
“Look snappy or I’ll twist your guts!”
“That’s him!” I cried. “He’s in my tummy!
“So now do you believe me mummy?”
But mummy answered nothing more,
For she had fainted on the fl oor.
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Information about the 
artists on this disc can be 
found on NMC’s website:
www.nmcrec.co.uk

The Crocodile

No animal is half as vile
As Crocky-Wock, the crocodile.
On Saturdays he likes to crunch
Six juicy children for his lunch
And he especially enjoys
Just three of each, three girls, three boys.
He smears the boys (to make them hot)
With mustard from the mustard pot.
But mustard doesn’t go with girls,
It tastes all wrong with plaits and curls.
With them, what goes extremely well
Is butterscotch and caramel.
It’s such a super marvellous treat
When boys are hot and girls are sweet.
At least that’s Crocky’s point of view
He ought to know. He’s had a few.
That’s all for now. It’s time for bed.
Lie down and rest your sleepy head.
Ssh! Listen! What is that I hear,
Galumphing softly up the stairs?

Go lock the door and fetch my gun!
Go on child, hurry! Quickly run!
No stop! Stand back! He’s coming in!
Oh, look, that greasy greenish skin!
The shining teeth, the greedy smile!
It’s Crocky-Wock, the Crocodile!

Martin Butler was born in Romsey, 
England, in 1960 and studied at the 
University of Manchester and the Royal 
Northern College of Music. In 1983 he 
received a Fulbright Award for study at 
Princeton University, USA, where he 
was resident until 1987, and in 1985 he 
received the Master of Fine Arts.

In 1988 he was awarded the 
Mendelssohn Scholarship, which 
enabled him to spend several weeks at 
Tempo Reale, Berio’s studio in Florence, 
and in 1994 was awarded an Honorary 
Fellowship of the Royal Northern College 
of Music. From September 1998 to 
July 1999 Butler was Composer-in-
Residence at the Institute for Advanced 
Study at Princeton in the United States. 

Butler has a broad catalogue of works, 
including operas, orchestra, chamber, 
and solo piano pieces, which are 
widely performed and broadcast both 
in the UK and abroad. He has received 
commissions from, amongst others, 
the BBC, the London Sinfonietta, the 
Schubert Ensemble, and the Brighton, 

Cheltenham, Canterbury, Norfolk & 
Norwich, and Presteigne festivals. 

From 2006-8 Butler was the Brighton 
Philharmonic Orchestra’s fi rst ever 
‘Composer in Focus’. The orchestra 
performed several large-scale works 
during this period, culminating in two 
performances of a major new orchestral 
commission, From the Fairground of 
Dreams. Butler’s work for solo horn, 
Hunding, was the fi rst music to be heard 
at the opening weekend of the new 
Kings Place concert hall in London.

Butler is pianist with the innovative 
improvising group, Notes Inégales, and 
co-director of Club Inégales in London. 
He is currently Professor of Music at the 
University of Sussex.

MARTIN BUTLER

Roald Dahl (1916–1990)

The words of the three verses 
are taken from Dirty Beasts 
by Roald Dahl, published by 
Jonathan Cape Ltd. and Penguin 
Books, and are reproduced by 
kind permission of the author. 
Licensed by Oxford University 
Press. All rights reserved.

Martin Butler on NMC ...
Songs and Dances from a Haunted Place 
NMC D006 (Bingham String Quartet)
O Rio & Fixed Doubles NMC D047
Spring Rounds NMC D080 (Bright Future)
American Rounds NMC D120
London NMC D150 (The NMC Songbook)
Hunding NMC D160 (Sound Census)
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New London Chamber Ensemble

For over a decade the New London 
Chamber Ensemble has challenged 
traditional ideas of chamber music, with 
innovative programmes combining classic 
repertoire with semi-staged works. Their 
passion for education is encapsulated by 
their role as Ensemble in Residence to 
the National Youth Chamber Orchestra.

Concert highlights include collaborating 
with pianist Angela Hewitt at the 
Trasimeno Festival (Perugia) and 
Wigmore Hall and with the Dante Quartet 
at the Swaledale Festival and Wigmore 
Hall, Walton’s Façade with Prunella 
Scales and Timothy West at the Two 
Moors Festival, Saint-Saëns’ Carnival 
of the Animals in Leeds International 
Concert Season, and performances at 
The Forge in London with pianist Michael 
Dussek, Kings Place with Martin Butler, 
and premieres at the Cheltenham Festival.

The NLCE is passionately dedicated to 
new music, and regularly commissions 
new works, including Martin Butler’s 
Rondes d’Automne.

newlondonchamberensemble.co.uk




