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Simon Holt 3rd Quartet 
matins    3’27
Wu Ping’s nail house   2’46
a ladder to the moon  3’48
expensive delicate ship  5’38
the foresaken cry  2’18
Night’s mantle descends  4’55

JACK Quartet
Christopher Otto violin · Ari Streisfeld violin

John Pickford Richards viola · Kevin McFarland cello

Donnacha Dennehy The weather of it 19’02
Doric String Quartet
Alex Redington violin · Jonathan Stone violin
Hélène Clément viola · John Myerscough cello
The Doric String Quartet is an exclusive artist of Chandos Records and appears with their kind permission.

Anthony Gilbert Haven of Mysteries 
I Laying out  7’17
II Refl ections  5’11
III Structures in stone  5’16
IV Labyrinth 7’34

Carducci String Quartet · Guy Johnston cello
Matthew Denton violin · Michelle Fleming violin

Eoin Schmidt-Martin viola · Emma Denton cello

Total timing:  68’25

Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London
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Introduction 
from John Gilhooly OBE - Wigmore Hall Director

‘Nothing 
lasts 
unless it is 
constantly 
refreshed.’

Renewing the chamber music repertoire is central to 

the co-commissioning partnership between Wigmore 

Hall, The Radcliffe Trust and NMC Recordings. We 

are delighted to support Simon Holt’s 3rd Quartet 
with the JACK Quartet, Donnacha Dennehy’s The 
weather of it with the Doric String Quartet and 

Anthony Gilbert’s Haven of Mysteries with the 

Carducci String Quartet and Guy Johnston. We are 

very pleased to support some of the fi nest musicians 

of their generation, achieving the highest standards 

of their interpretations in modern compositions. I 

have no doubt that this recording will be praised 

for its vitality, freshness and the expressive power 

of new music. Wigmore Hall’s wholehearted 

commitment to continue building the chamber music 

repertoire is central to this project, and we look 

forward to further recordings yet to be released in 

this series.
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Bracing Change
Three composers, two quartets and a quintet

According to Hans Keller, Joseph 
Haydn “turned what seemed an 
unpromising medium into what was 
to become the most expressive 
form of Western instrumental 
composition”. That medium – the 
string quartet, together with its 
rarer sibling the string quintet – 
has certainly proved illuminating of 
composers’ innermost thoughts and 
processes. Simon Holt, Donnacha 
Dennehy and Anthony Gilbert, 
the composers featured on this 
inaugural ‘Bracing Change’ album 
of new string commissions, are as 
contrasting in their responses to it 
as they are individual in character 
across their musical output. 
Together, their new works – two 
quartets and a quintet – are a 

reminder that the medium has 
thrived for some 250 years not 
merely by adapting to change, but 
by inspiring all sorts of new music 
at its pioneering edge.

The eldest composer here is 
somewhat of an unsung hero of 
the post-war modernist generation. 
Anthony Gilbert (b. London, 1934) 
has traversed a huge range of 
expressive landscapes with a 
fi erce, individualist rigour – and, at 
times, crazy wit. He began 
composing in earnest in the 1960s 
following study with Alexander 
Goehr, and has been on what he 
calls “a process of discovery” ever 
since. From serialist abstraction to 
sombre socio-political refl ection via 
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surreal humour, Indian ragas and 
the birdsong of his beloved 
Australia, Gilbert’s music is crafted 
with immense skill and integrity. 
Dismissive of kowtowing to 
audience ‘accessibility’, he has 
written, “This music should be 
found stimulating, rich and new, not 
easy-peasy. One is not putting out 
fodder for cattle.” Which is not to 
say that his music is abstruse or 
lacks engagement; indeed quite 
the opposite is apparent in his 
deeply felt string quintet, Haven of 

Mysteries.

As a teacher and more (including 
Head of Composition and 
Contemporary Music at the Royal 
Northern College of Music until 

1999), Gilbert’s infl uence has 
been far-reaching. The multi 
award-winning Simon Holt (b. 
Bolton, 1958) benefi tted from 
his tutelage before shooting 
to international attention in the 
1980s through discovery by 
the London Sinfonietta. Most 
celebrated in recent times for 
his highly coloristic, monolithic 
orchestral works and concertos, 
Holt’s imagination is fecund – and 
backed up by prodigious technical 
resources. A fi nely-honed, often 
absurd sense of drama pervades 
his work, which draws upon 
rich extra-musical inspiration in 
mythology, literature and the visual 
arts. His 3rd Quartet is typical in its 
high-wire expressive extremes and 
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layers of often lateral allusion; not 
least in that it forms part of a larger 
cycle of six, self-standing works 
for strings (and in one case, piano) 
entitled Terrain.

In this company, it might be 
tempting to see Donnacha Dennehy 
(b. Dublin 1970) as the post-
modernist odd man out. However, 
Dennehy too is a highly rigorous 
composer, and the three works on 
this album prove remarkably 
complementary. His early search to 
establish an identity between 
sometimes competing European 
and American models has yielded 
considerable fruit; not least in his 
use of electronics and microtones. 
The key has proved the “sense of 

liberty” he has described feeling as 
an Irishman; from a land free of 
classical music traditions, and 
which celebrates poets and writers 
who – like Dennehy himself – are 
“telling a kind of artistic truth but 
coming at things from such funny 
angles”. Since 1997, when he formed 
the acclaimed Crash Ensemble, 
Dennehy has gained international 
recognition at the forefront of 
Ireland’s burgeoning contemporary 
music scene. His works combine an 
energetic, pulse-driven post-
minimalism with an acute, spectral 
sensitivity to the physical properties 
of sound. Both tendencies come 
together with élan – and no small 
tenderness – in his string quartet, 
The weather of it. 



3rd Quartet (2013)
Simon Holt

In titling his piece 3rd Quartet, Holt 
gives nothing away regarding the 
work’s character or musical context. 
Actually, there is no formally-
designated 1st or 2nd quartet, 
but 3rd Quartet shares kinship 
with its most recent forerunner, 
Two movements for string quartet 
(2001), in being part of a cycle 
of six, freestanding works: Two 

movements lies second in a 

ribbon of time, which explores the 
poetry of Emily Dickinson. 3rd 

Quartet was composed last, but is 
positioned third, in a series of works 
for chamber strings (and piano) 
exploring the notion of Terrain.

With 3rd Quartet as with much of 
his oeuvre, Holt utilises musical 
imagery which is viscerally direct on 
the one hand and laden with 

associations on the other. Terrain 
commences with String sextet: 

the torturer’s horse (2009), and 
effectively sheds an instrument 
piece by piece down to the solo 
viola of mantis (2005). An anagram 
of that title is matins; title of the 
(dawning) fi rst movement of 3rd 

Quartet, which ends with ‘Night’s 
mantle descends’. The quartet 
itself forms a key to the overall 
cycle in that, as Holt explains, “the 
musical material in the individual 
movements corresponds to the 
various pieces of the larger cycle, 
but in reverse order”.

If this sounds labyrinthine, it is. 
Yet to the ear the quartet itself 
is wonderfully translucent, with a 
seething, quirkily intense drama. Its 
particular terrain (explicit in ‘a ladder 
to the moon’), encompasses febrile, 
high-register scurryings and queasy 
asymmetrical rocking motifs,
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delicate chords with sustained 
harmonics intercut by explosive 
pizzicato, and contrapuntal passages 
with long, wiry glissandi which 
unnerve even as they appear playful. 
The movements are as follows:

1. matins

2. Wu Ping’s nail house

3. a ladder to the moon

4. expensive delicate ship

5. the forsaken cry

6. Night’s mantle descends

These encapsulate Holt’s 
responses to various stories, myths 
and paintings which illustrate the 
common human trait that, when 
faced with extreme situations, 
people simply carry on as if nothing 
were happening. ‘expensive delicate 
ship’, for example, refers to W.H. 
Auden’s poem, Musée des Beaux 

Arts, about the Breughel painting 
in which Icarus’s falling from the 

heavens appears to be ignored by 
farmers working nearby. Auden’s 
poem is also referenced in ‘the 
forsaken cry’, in which the quartet 
members play frantic material at 
different tempi in mutual isolation. 
‘Wu Ping’s nail house’ “is obsessive 
and extreme, as stubborn as Wu 
Ping herself”; a Chinese woman 
who famously refused to allow her 
house to be demolished to make 
way for a shopping mall. As Holt 
recalls, “The construction company 
dug out the whole area, leaving her 
house on top of a column of earth”. 

Premiere performance by the JACK 

Quartet, 19 January 2015, Wigmore 

Hall, London. 

Co-commissioned by The Radcliffe 

Trust, NMC Recordings, Heidelberger 

Frühling, and by Wigmore Hall with the 

support of André Hoffmann, president of 

the Fondation Hoffmann, a Swiss grant-

making foundation.
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The weather of it (2016)
Donnacha Dennehy

The weather of it is also Dennehy’s 
third foray into the string quartet 
medium – that is, as a solely 
acoustic ensemble; he has also 
written three works for string 
quartet and soundtrack, and one for 
string quartet and voice. All have 
emerged since around the turn of 
the millennium alongside a move 
towards a more overtly emotional, 
compositional style in contrast 
to the self-described raucous 
“vandalism” of Junk Box Fraud 
and other, earlier pieces. Indeed, 
Dennehy has said of the string 
quartet that, like opera, “it’s another 
medium I wouldn’t have predicted 
back in the late ‘90s”.

There happens to be a highly 
personal, if oblique, link with opera 
in Dennehy’s title. His quartet 

comes hot on the heels of the 
critically acclaimed opera The 

Last Hotel (2015), written to a 
libretto by the playwright Enda 
Walsh. As Dennehy reports, in 
rehearsal, Walsh grew tired of 
endless questions about “narrative 
meaning”. Instead, he asked “that 
people concentrate on ‘the weather 
of it’”. This phrase struck Dennehy 
and, together with Walsh’s talk of 
“exploding logic”, helped shape his 
thinking in the quartet.  

The sheer poetry of Walsh’s ideas 
chimes with Dennehy’s growing 
interest in Irish language and 
traditions, linked to Irish ways of 
perceiving which fi nd a refl ection 
in the slantwise, abstract lyricism 
of the quartet. Most literally, 
the weather itself suffuses the 
piece. Dennehy writes: “Funnily 
enough, ideas of weather do often 
concretely infl uence the way I 
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juxtapose and shift material. Maybe 
it’s got to do with originally coming 
from Ireland where the weather 
can shift from heavy to light in an 
instant. I often think of material 
condensing and evaporating.” 

The work is through-composed, 
and – as its title suggests – is more 
about patterns and undercurrents 
than surface details. Lilting, 
repeating fi gures shimmer and 
tremble. Now coalescing, now 
dissolving, fragments of melody 
appear through the changing 
textures as if through curtains of 
mist. Diatonically based, a looping, 
polyphonic mosaic gradually evolves, 
forming a slow-moving harmonic-
rhythm against which glissandi 
and abrupt “jump cuts” juxtapose 
material based on overtones. There 
are sudden squalls throughout, 
and the piece gradually builds to a 

driving, harsher-toned climax which 
fractures before gently dispersing. 

Premiere performance by the Doric 

String Quartet, 15 July 2016, Wigmore 

Hall, London.

Co-commissioned by The Radcliffe Trust, 

NMC Recordings, Carnegie Hall, and by 

Wigmore Hall, with the support of André 

Hoffmann, president of the Fondation 

Hoffmann, a Swiss grant-making 

foundation.

Haven of Mysteries (2014)
Anthony Gilbert

Gilbert has composed fi ve string 
quartets and a string trio in his long 
career, but this is his fi rst string 
quintet. Haven of Mysteries shares 
the instrumentation of Schubert’s 
Quintet in C major (D.956), with 
which it was paired at its premiere –
and it shares something of that 
work’s luminosity and understated 
grandeur, if not its overt melodicism. 
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Two cellos balance two violins 
around a central viola, creating 
a textural symmetry that is 
underpinned by a richly mellow sonic 
foundation. As is typical in Gilbert’s 
music, careful thought is given to 
proportion and the interrelations 
of form, material and instrumental 
resonance. However, this balance 
takes on particular expressive 
importance in the quintet which, 
as Gilbert writes, “refl ects in four 
different ways the composer’s life-
long fascination for the architecture 
of medieval French cathedrals, 
several of which have an overall 
structure not unrelated to the natural 
harmonic series, with in their detail 
quite strong musical connotations”. 

Six previous works have explored 
these ideas; most apropos being 
a tetralogy of solo and duo works 
for percussion and woodwind 

composed between 1996 and 
2002: Réfl exions, rose nord; Sinfi n; 
Worldwhorls and Os. Haven of 

Mysteries follows them in focusing 
on Chartres Cathedral. Through 
four, linked movements, Gilbert 
charts the cathedral’s re-building 
after a terrible fi re in 1194, 
explaining, “each movement might 
be said to parallel a phase in the 
reconstruction”. The four are titled 
thus:

1. Laying out
2. Refl ections
3. Structures in stone
4. Labyrinth

These expound in turn a certain 
relationship between the vertical 
and the horizontal, creating a 
tapestry in which time moves 
forward while alluding to the past, 
yet often feels suspended in space. 
Movement 1 is a literal ‘Laying 

11
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out’ of Gilbert’s material through 
discourse between the instruments, 
with the viola at the centre. 
‘Refl ections’ offers just that in 
vividly dramatic, translucent textures 
on the extraordinary carvings and 
stained-glass, Rose Windows of the 
cathedral, while ‘Structures in stone’ 
builds elegant harmonies from 
the foundations up. By contrast, 
the taut lines of ‘Labyrinth’ weave 
snatches of already glimpsed 
speech rhythm and chanting in 
a “ritualistic, celebratory fashion” 
around the fi ve players, moving 
slowly inwards to an enigmatic fi nal 
point of arrival. 

Gilbert’s idiom is a highly-wrought 
modal chromaticism in which subtle 
medieval echoes might be detected. 
The ‘mystery’ of his title points 
not only to a kind of transfi gured, 
mystical soundworld but to 

compositional processes which, in 
a manner true to his output across 
a huge stylistic range, refl ect an 
intensely humane and ultimately 
very private sensibility.

Premiere performance by the Carducci 

String Quartet with cellist Guy Johnston, 

14 June 2015, Wigmore Hall, London.

Co-commissioned by The Radcliffe Trust, 

NMC Recordings, and by Wigmore Hall 

with the support of André Hoffmann, 

president of the Fondation Hoffmann, a 

Swiss grant-making foundation.

© Steph Power 2017
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Simon Holt
Simon Holt was born in Bolton, 
Lancashire in 1958. After completing 
a foundation course at Bolton 
Art College, he went on to study 
composition with Anthony Gilbert at 
the Royal Northern College of Music in 
Manchester. He is a Fellow of the Royal 
Northern College of Music and of the 
University of Bolton. 

Simon Holt’s output for the chamber 
ensemble is large, with eight pieces 
written for the Nash Ensemble 
including Shadow Realm (1983), 

Era madrugada (1984), Canciones 
(1986) and Sparrow Night (1989). 
To date, Holt has been commissioned 
to write four major orchestral pieces 
for the BBC Proms – in 1987, John 
Drummond commissioned Syrensong 
for the BBC Symphony Orchestra, later 
followed by the viola concerto Walking 
with the River’s Roar, premiered 
by Nobuko Imai and the BBC 
Philharmonic in 1992. Latterly, Troubled 
Light and Morpheus Wakes for the 
BBC National Orchestra of Wales.

Simon Holt’s soprano and orchestra 
piece, Sunrise’ yellow noise (2000) 
for the City of Birmingham Symphony 
Orchestra and Lisa Milne under Sir 
Simon Rattle went on to tour the 
Cologne Triennale in May 2000, and 
was the subject of a one-hour South 
Bank Show TV documentary. In 2001, 
Simon Holt received Le Prix de la 
Fondation Prince Pierre, Monaco for 
this piece.

Other award-winning piece include Two 
Movements for string quartet (2001), 
which received the Royal Philharmonic 
Society Award in 2002; Boots of Lead 
(2002) for alto and ensemble, which 
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received the Ivor Novello Classical 
Music Award. The music theatre piece, 
Who Put Bella in the Wych Elm?, 
commissioned by Almeida Aldeburgh 
Opera, and judged Best Stage Work 
at the 2004 British Composer Awards. 
Also, his violin concerto, witness to a 
snow miracle which was judged Best 
Orchestral Work at the 2006 British 
Composer Awards and the percussion 
concerto for Colin Currie entitled a 
table of noises won the Orchestral 
Award at the British Composer Awards 
in 2009.

Holt was Composer in Association at 
the BBC National Orchestra of Wales 
2008–2014 

Donnacha Dennehy

Born in Dublin, Donnacha Dennehy 
has had work featured in festivals and 
venues around the world, including the 
Edinburgh International Festival, Royal 
Opera House (London), Carnegie 
Hall, The Barbican, BAM, Huddersfi eld 
Contemporary Music Festival, ISCM 
World Music Days, WNYC’s New 
Sounds Live, Bang On A Can, 
Ultima Festival (Oslo), Musica Viva 

(Lisbon), the Saarbrucken Festival, the 
Schleswig-Holstein Festival, and the 
Gaudeamus Festival (Amsterdam). 

Dennehy has been commissioned by 
Dawn Upshaw, the Kronos Quartet, 
Alarm Will Sound, Bang On A Can, 
Third Coast Percussion, Icebreaker 
(London), Contact (Toronto), Orkest 
de Ereprijs (Netherlands), Percussion 
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Group of the Hague, RTE National 
Symphony Orchestra, the St. Paul 
Chamber Orchestra, BBC Ulster 
Orchestra and the San Francisco 
Contemporary Music Players, among 
others. Collaborations include pieces 
with the writer Enda Walsh (including 
his recent opera The Last Hotel), the 
choreographers Yoshiko Chuma and 
Shobana Jeyasingh, and the visual 
artist John Gerrard. He founded 
Ireland’s Crash Ensemble in 1997, 
whose Nonesuch release entitled Grá 
agus Bás was named one of NPR’s ‘50 
favorite albums’ (in any genre) in 2011. 

Dennehy’s recent opera The Last 
Hotel, with a libretto by Enda 
Walsh, premiered at the Edinburgh 
International Festival in August 2015 
and has since had runs at the Dublin 
Theatre Festival, the Royal Opera in 
London, and St Ann’s Warehouse in 
New York. Other recent premieres 
include Surface Tension for Third 
Coast Percussion, and Tessellatum for 
violist Nadia Sirota, viol consort and 
electronics, scheduled for release by 
Bedroom Community. He has been 
on the music faculty at Princeton 
University since 2014.

Anthony Gilbert
Born in London in 1934, Anthony 
Gilbert took up composition seriously 
in the early 1960s after fi ve years of 
study with Alexander Goehr. For ten 
years he was closely involved in the 
promotion and publication of new 
music in London and then moved to 
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the North West of England, fi rst as 
Granada Arts Fellow at the University of 
Lancaster and then to establish a new 
composition department at the Royal 
Northern College of Music, where he 
was Director of Composition Studies 
until his retirement in 1999.

Gilbert has a close association with 
the musical life of Australia. Much of 
his later music owes its origin to the 
birdsong of this land and much, too, 
has its technical roots in the classical 
music of the Indian subcontinent, in 
which he has been interested for three 
decades. His compositions cover a 
wide range of forces and forms.

He has written for most of the major 
ensembles and soloists, including the 
Arditti Quartet, London Sinfonietta, 
Manchester Camerata, Halle Orchestra 
and Lindsay Quartet, and received 
major commissions from the BBC 
and from the Cheltenham Festival and 
Staatstheater Kassel, to mention just 
a few.

Also by 
Simon Holt on NMC:

...era madrugada NMC D008

Fiona Kimm mezzo-soprano
Nash Ensemble / Friend

Banshee NMC D042

Melinda Maxwell oboe
Richard Benjafi eld percussion

Boots of Lead NMC D094

Ulrich Heinen cello
Rolf Hind piano
Rinat Shaham mezzo-soprano
BCMG / Rattle / Brabbins

a book of colours NMC D128

Rolf Hind piano

A table of noises NMC D218

Colin Currie percussion
Chloë Hanslip violin
Hallé / Collon

Raju Raghuvanshi is a Ghost
(The NMC Songbook) NMC D150

Omar Ebrahim baritone

disparate (Sound Census) NMC D160

Endymion / Poole
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Also by 
Donnacha Dennehy on NMC:

Elastic Harmonic NMC D133

Crash Ensemble 
Joanna MacGregor piano 
Darragh Morgan violin 
ensemble Intégrales
RTÉ Orchestra / Maloney

Bulb NMC D147

Fidelio Trio 

Swift’s Epitaph
(The NMC Songbook) NMC D150

Andrew Watts countertenor 
Owen Gunnell percussion

A Fatal Optimist
(CoMA Open Score) NMC DL228

London Sinfonietta / Rose

Also by 
Anthony Gilbert on NMC:

Dream Carousels NMC D068

John Turner recorder
RNCM Wind Orchestra / Rundell

On Beholding a Rainbow NMC D105

Anthony Marwood violin
RNCM Symphony Orchestra / Walker

Nine or Ten Osannas NMC D014

Music Projects London / Bernas

Palace of the Winds NMC D174

Goldberg Ensemble / Layfi eld

Doubles (for wind quintet) 
(Sound Census) NMC D160

Endymion / Poole

Those Fenny Bells
(The NMC Songbook) NMC D150

Loré Lixenberg mezzo-soprano
Michael Chance countertenor 
Owen Gunnell percussion

Beastly Jingles NMC D025 

Jane Manning soprano
Jane’s Minstrels / Montgomery

Information about the 
composers and artists on this 
disc can be found on NMC’s 
website:
www.nmcrec.co.uk
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This Bracing Change series is a co-commissioning partnership between 
The Radcliffe Trust, Wigmore Hall and NMC Recordings.
The Radcliffe Trust was founded through the will of the physician Dr. John Radcliffe and celebrated 
its Tercentenary in 2014. The Trust’s involvement in the Bracing Change commissions is part of that 
celebration. Today it continues his charitable bequest through grant schemes for music and for heritage 
and crafts. In music, it supports classical music performance and training, especially composition, 
chamber music and music education. In heritage and crafts, it encourages the development of the 
skills, knowledge and experience which underpin the UK’s traditional cultural heritage sector.

NMC is grateful for the support of the Barbara Whatmore Charitable Trust, whose 
founder was closely associated with The Radcliffe Trust during her lifetime; the 
Hargreaves and Ball Trust; and The Radcliffe Trust in making this recording.

NMC would like to thank John Gilhooly and all at Wigmore Hall for their assistance 
in the making of this recording.
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JACK Quartet

Carducci String Quartet


