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The poet Geoffrey Hill’s response to 

the music of Emily Howard captures a 

paradox. Listening to these dynamic, 

exquisitely rendered scores we’re struck 

by their expressive power. Yet one is 

conscious, too, in their structural rigour, 

of the potency of mathematical concepts 

in the composer’s process; of her 

wrestling with opposing forces, and of a 

pitiless ear scouring out excess. 

Howard’s degree in maths and computer 

science has informed her work, but, 

as she stresses, ‘I’m a composer, not 

a mathematician. My compositions 

embrace a diverse range of extra-

musical influences including science, 

mathematics, philosophy, poetry, sport 

and chess, often simultaneously. It’s the 

resulting collision and union of disparate 

ideas from diverse sources that interests 

me, and the subsequent translation 

of these hybrid ideas into sound is 

essentially the crux of my creative 

process.’

In this trio of orchestral works – 

Magnetite, Solar and Mesmerism –

elemental energies are at work: her 

object was to create music that behaves 

as though it is being attracted and 

repelled by magnets. The result: a slowly 

seething music, held in thrilling tension.

In Magnetite she also developed her 

‘oxymoronic orchestration’: contradictory 

instrumentation of the same chord is 

presented simultaneously, an ambiguity 

magnified by the massive orchestral 

format. This idea is also played out in 

Solar, in which sections of the orchestra 

shift, fuse and resist en masse, rarely 

breaking ranks, drawn irresistibly to a 

dominant pitch or chord. In the beguiling 

piano concerto Mesmerism, the piano 

hypnotises each section of the orchestra 

in turn, with increasing intensity, until 

it stages a brief, but violent bid for 

freedom. One is aware here of sound 

compounds in a state of constant 

reaction: bonding, repelling, morphing in 
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‘Your work is austerely sensuous and sensuously austere’  Sir Geoffrey Hill
Magnetite 10’04
Royal Liverpool 

Philharmonic Orchestra

Andrew Gourlay conductor

Threnos 7’36
Lucy Goddard mezzo-soprano

Simon Whiteley bass

Mesmerism 18’07
Alexandra Dariescu piano

Royal Liverpool

Philharmonic Orchestra

Andrew Gourlay conductor

Leviathan 13’01
scapegoat 

(Joshua Hyde baritone saxophone

Noam Bierstone percussion)

Solar 6’21
Royal Liverpool

Philharmonic Orchestra

Andrew Gourlay conductor

Afference 23’15
Elias String Quartet

Total timing: 79’09
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a dynamic process, in which melody and 

surface detail are secondary.

She has found in the poetry of Geoffrey 

Hill a creative resonance, which 

reverberates through many of the works on 

this album. Hill’s 2011 collection Clavics 

offered a trove of images – ‘punched 

semi-breve’ and ‘neurocratic hope’ being 

two – to which Howard has given musical 

agency. She shares Hill’s predilection for 

paradox, juxtaposing extreme contrasts, 

seeking clarity and consilience from 

chaos, heard particularly in her deftly 

original string quartet, Afference. 

While some of Howard’s earlier works, 

like Magnetite, are recognisably 

traditional in their sense of a consonant 

sound world, she has become ever-

more interested in exploring sound 

itself – heard in Leviathan’s otherworldly 

utterances – spurred partly by a visit 

to Darmstadt. She responds intensely 

to the musical resources before her: 

‘Each performer or ensemble offers a 

conceptual gift,’ be it the resplendent 

power of a symphony orchestra, the 

ultra-sensitive twine of a string quartet or 

the shimmering cloud of partials rising 

from cymbal and bass sax.  Finally, in 

Threnos, a gem pregnant with operatic 

potential, she explores the very essence 

of vocalisation.

Magnetite (2007) 

Magnetite is the oldest known magnetic 

substance and the most magnetic of 

all naturally occurring minerals found 

on Earth. For many years after its 

discovery, magnetite was surrounded in 

myth concerning its magical powers. It 

became known as lodestone when people 

realised that it acted as a primitive type 

of compass if made into the shape of a 

needle and placed on water.

Magnetite, Howard’s first major orchestral 

commission, was inspired by these 

superstitions, as well as by the structure 

and physical properties of magnetite 

crystals. Howard likes to think of the 

piece ‘as a journey deep inside one of 

these crystals. Melodies take the paths 

of particles in a giant crystal lattice. A 

key idea is that of melody escaping, and 

at the opening of the work, melody is 

hidden inside a chorale.’ 

During the first half, as if passing 

through a magnetic field, a rotation of 

pitches is accelerated to reach a certain 

level of energy (from 2’35’’), a registral 

explosion and then a climax. 

The second half of the work is about 

the aftermath of this journey and is 

more reflective. Here, Howard imagined 

that each vertical chord within a set of 

vertical chords (for example, at 5’40”) 

would interact ‘magnetically’ to produce 

a static sound state. Aspirant melodies 

in the cello (1’53’’) return in the second 

half on winds and strings to create 

teetering chords which find a final, 

tender homecoming. Finally, like the 

metaphorical lodestone, Magnetite finds 

its emotional centre and inner peace.

Magnetite was commissioned by Liverpool 

European Capital of Culture 2008 for the 

Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra 

and first conducted by Vasily Petrenko, 

in Liverpool, on 6th December 2007. It 

is dedicated to Howard’s grandmother, 

Daphne.

Solar (2010) 

In this short work, Howard creates a 

musical image of our sun, our life force. 

As in Magnetite, the music of Solar 

behaves as though it is shaped by 

imaginary magnets. Howard was inspired 

by the potential of the magnificent 

sonority and size of the LSO in 

writing this piece, as is shown in the 

incandescent splendour of its opening.

She speaks of these ‘luminous and 

resonant sonorities’ as relating directly to 

the magnetic properties of the sun.

Solar intensifies, refines, and presents 

with greater clarity, magnetic and 

oxymoronic properties in tandem within 

the context of a short orchestral work. 

We’re aware of a slow rotation in which 

sustained tones slowly collide and merge 

beneath a strobe-lit surface. There’s a 

contradiction inherent in the way that the 

music is frequently bursting with energy 

on the surface (shaped by the dynamic 

‘magnetic’ writing described above) but 

with a slow-burning and intense core 

(the union of static chords becomes 

a strongly-directed yet still enigmatic 

trajectory).

Solar was commissioned by the 

London Symphony Orchestra as part 

of UBS Soundscapes: Pioneers and 

first performed by them, conducted by 

Nicholas Collon, at the Barbican Hall, 

London, on 10th November 2010. It is 

dedicated to Lorraine MacFarlin (Lou).

Mesmerism (2011) 

Mesmerism for piano and chamber 

orchestra is one in a series of works 

inspired by Ada Lovelace, pioneering 

mathematician and daughter of Byron, 
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which includes a dramatic vocal work 

Ada sketches and Calculus of the 

Nervous System for symphony orchestra. 

Ada dabbled with mesmerism, a 

forerunner of hypnosis developed by the 

eighteenth-century German physician 

Franz Mesmer.

In the course of the work, the piano 

‘mesmerises’ the orchestra. Although 

(or perhaps because) mesmerism is 

scientifically suspect, it appealed to 

Howard because of its appropriation 

of magnetism, as well as the fact that 

it links several of Howard’s interests: 

science, Lovelace herself, and Mozart 

(Mesmer was a patron of Mozart’s).

This concerto was commissioned by the 

Liverpool Mozart Orchestra, an amateur 

ensemble in which Howard has played 

herself as a cellist: ‘I began by asking 

the soloist Alex Dariescu to play me some 

Mozart and the chords I’ve used grew out 

of this experience. The idea of a piano 

concerto was difficult for me, because I 

don’t find virtuosity for its own sake very 

stimulating. I was seeking unity: here 

the piano leads the orchestra in a sort of 

monody.’ 

This rapt, beguiling work opens with 

soloist alone, laced with the tentative 

sympathy of a single violin pitch. Strong 

éclats from the piano, activate orchestral 

responses, like a stream of filings 

turning towards a magnet or the axon of 

a nerve cell. The piano hypnotises with a 

spare rotation of slow chords.  Two sound 

worlds are contrasted, the explosive 

(as from 2’07”) and the static (6’55”), 

where chords are held in an exquisite 

tension. As the pianist introduces each 

section, the orchestra responds with 

increasing intensity each time, until 

(14’20’’) it erupts in a violent climax 

with rolling drums and brass alarms. 

It can never escape the melancholy 

authority of the soloist, however. After a 

rippling ‘anti cadenza’ the music moves 

towards silence and stillness once more. 

Mesmerism was commissioned by 

the Liverpool Mozart Orchestra in its 

Diamond Jubilee Year with support from 

the PRS for Music Foundation. It won 

the Making Music Category of the 2012 

British Composer Awards. With thanks 

to Mark Heron, who conducted the first 

performance at Pacific Road, Birkenhead 

on 8th October 2011. Mesmerism is 

dedicated jointly to Howard’s mother, 

Stephanie Bamford, who is a pianist, 

and Alexandra Dariescu, its first 

performer.

Afference (2014) 

‘Afference is a physiological term 

describing how the brain receives signals 

from the body: how blood moves through 

vessels towards organs, and how nerve 

fibres convey sensory experiences to the 

central nervous system. Whilst composing 

Afference I have been concerned with 

how and when we become conscious of 

sensory information – things we touch, 

see, hear – and how this might sound.’  

Howard has formed her string quartet 

in two equal parts: the first can be 

thought of as Hill’s ‘punched semi-breve’, 

an impact which sets off a journey 

towards the second movement. The first 

movement opens in a frenzy of keening 

which focuses into a single viola note, 

whining down through microtones after 

each convulsive attack from the quartet, 

calling to mind Hill’s phrase ‘pitching 

inquietus’. Throughout, Howard uses the 

idea of the axon transferring an impulse 

to a synapse to inform the music’s 

trajectory, and the interplay of parts. 

Minute variations in vibrato, non-vibrato, 

on where the bow is placed (on string, on 

fingerboard, on bridge, or muted) inflect 

each interaction, creating a flickering, 

prismatic effect and taking us to the very 

edge of sound.

The second movement is inspired by 

Hill’s concept of ‘neurocratic hope’ and 

is looking at the neural network of the 

brain as if from the outside. Entering 

with an icy gasp of pitches played on the 

bridge, the instruments gather energy 

and intensity, now moving up through 

microtones, now embarking on a long 

descending scurrying sequence until the 

cello touches its bass note, grounding 

the music in a consonant climax. In the 

aftermath, the piece becomes gradually 

more ghostly, slower and more dispersed 

as it travels far into the network. As 

in her earlier work, pitches crowd ever 

closer, like angels on a pin-head, seeking 

‘consilience’, a unity of knowledge, and, 

ultimately, silence.

Afference was commissioned by the 

Nicholas Boas Charitable Trust and the 

RVW Trust for the Elias String Quartet, 

and first performed by them in the BBC 

Monday Lunchtime Concert Series at 

the Wigmore Hall, London, on 4th May 

2015. It is dedicated to Elisabeth and 

Bob Boas.

Leviathan (2014-15) 

for baritone saxophone and percussion 

was completed during Howard’s 

Leverhulme Residency at the 



8 9

Department of Mathematical Sciences 

in Liverpool. It grew out of an earlier 

collaboration between Howard and 

scapegoat (saxophonist Joshua Hyde 

and percussionist Noam Bierstone), and 

conversations about current mathematical 

research with the mathematicians Lasse 

Rempe-Gillen and Alexandre De Zotti at 

the University of Liverpool. Inspiration 

also came from Thomas Hobbes’ 

Leviathan, and the baritone saxophone 

itself which, in Howard’s words, ‘looks 

rather like a sea monster’. 

The composer was interested in exploring 

how much one could control the pitch 

of a bowed cymbal and meld it with the 

bass notes and partials of a baritone 

saxophone, knowing that those pitches 

could never be guaranteed. 

Again, Geoffrey Hill’s Clavics (centred on 

the death in battle of the seventeenth-

century composer, William Lawes, in 

the English Civil War) played a part. 

Leviathan explores elements at war with 

each other: the collision of opposites; 

the unpredictability of polarities; pure or 

split sound; dirty sound; the fundamental 

and partials of each instrument, serrated, 

grated, aggressive percussive noise. 

As she explains: ‘I wanted to create a 

meaningful language from the collision 

of the saxophone’s split tones and the 

cymbal’s multiphonics’.

Howard took a part of a melody from 

one of Lawes’ own works, and has the 

instrumentalists slowly travel through its 

pitches in 91 ‘punched semi-breves’, 

each attack at war with the others and 

with itself. There are two competing 

time structures: one moves from fastest 

tempo to slowest and back again, the 

other is informed by the unpredictable 

lengths of notes translated from the 

chaotic motion of a forced oscillator (the 

‘dynamical systems’ being explored by 

the mathematicians). 

Howard was also intrigued by the concept 

of ‘homeomorphism’, in which two 

objects can appear to look very different, 

but in fact have the same fundamental 

form: ‘That’s how I’m thinking of these 

91 punched semibreves: they sound so 

different from each other, but in fact they 

have the same essential form.’

And so Leviathan embarks on a 

mysterious, undersea journey, in which 

disembodied shafts of sound flash and 

gleam through an aqueous gloom, rasping 

with the icy breath of two metallic 

monsters.

Leviathan was supported by the Royal 

Northern College of Music and The 

Leverhulme Trust (Artist in Residence 

Scheme); it is dedicated to scapegoat and 

was first performed by them as part of 

their North American Tour in May 2015.

Threnos (2015) 

This extraordinary three-part song for 

bass and soprano voices relates to a 

chamber opera, which Howard is currently 

developing with writer Selma Dimitrijevic 

and director Dan Ayling. Just as in 

Leviathan she created one sonic character 

from two instruments, in Threnos two 

singers play the opera’s chief protagonist. 

Howard develops a joint musical language 

that exploits the extreme registral 

differences of the two voices, often 

turning them upside down, in order to 

express emotional drama. 

Says Howard, 

‘I was thinking of Shakespeare’s line: 

“two distincts, division none” [The 

Phoenix and the Turtle]: I’ve been 

fascinated by the sound of the falsetto 

bass above the soprano; when the two 

voices are close to one another they 

sound tortured, and then this tension 

relaxes as they move into their own 

natural registers.’

There are no lyrics in Threnos, but the 

singers intone an irregular rotation of 

vowel sounds. Part One is marked ‘a 

violent upheaval, fast, urgent, intense, 

continuous’: both singers intone pitches 

that bend up and down (by a quarter to 

three-quarters of a tone), contrasted with 

utterances flaring with vibrato of varying 

intensity in music ‘without measure’, the 

singers deciding on the precise length 

of notes. In Part One, urgent voices 

clash and careen in a rush of alarms, 

tension building with the slow winding-

up and unwinding of microtones, pure 

tones so strikingly contrasted with florid 

vibrations, we could be hearing four 

voices.

In Part Two, now marked ‘less urgent, 

less intense’, a mournful purity seeps in, 

the voices posing plaintive questions in 

contrary motion. In Part Three (4’12’’), 

barlines and a naked consonance arrive, 

the bass singing above the soprano in 

organum-like unity, a shared rhythmic 

flourish suggestive of hope. It’s as if we 

have finally arrived at the beginning of 

music. After an intense dissonance, each 

voice returns to its farthest corner.

© 2016 Helen Wallace



11

while Axon, a BBC Radio 3 commission 

for the BBC Philharmonic and Juanjo 

Mena, received its world premiere at The 

Bridgewater Hall, Manchester. 

Chamber works include Masquerade for 

basset clarinet and piano (Mark Simpson / 

Ian Buckle) and clarinet quintet 

Zugzwänge (Quatuor Danel / Nicholas 

Cox). In 2015 her string quartet Afference 

for the Elias String Quartet premiered at 

London’s Wigmore Hall and Leviathan for 

Paris based duo scapegoat received several 

performances including at the 

Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival 

and as part of a North American Tour in 

May 2015. 

Howard’s most recent orchestral works 

include sphere commissioned by the 

Bamberg Symphony Orchestra and Torus 

(Concerto for Orchestra) co-commissioned 

by the BBC Proms 2016 and the Royal 

Liverpool Philharmonic Society in 

celebration of their 175th Anniversary. 

Emily Howard studied mathematics and 

computer science as an undergraduate at 

Oxford University. She holds a Doctorate 

in Composition from the University of 

Manchester and is a Senior Lecturer 

in Composition at the Royal Northern 

College of Music. In 2010 she became the 

inaugural UBS Composer in Residence in 

conjunction with the London Symphony 

Orchestra at the Bridge Academy, 

Hackney, a post she subsequently 

mentored. In 2015 she was Leverhulme 

Trust Artist in Residence at the University 

of Liverpool’s Department of Mathematical 

Sciences. 

Also by Emily Howard on NMC …

Zátopek!
Ensemble 10/10 • Clark Rundell

(NMC DL2012-10)

Wild Clematis in Winter
Jean Rigby • Huw Watkins 

(NMC D150)

Masquerade
Mark Simpson • Ian Buckle 

(NMC D139)

www.emilyhoward.com
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Emily Howard
Composer Emily Howard first garnered 

critical acclaim with Magnetite, 

commissioned by Liverpool European 

Capital of Culture 2008 for the Royal 

Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra and 

Vasily Petrenko, the year she received 

the Paul Hamlyn Foundation Award 

for Composers. The Financial Times 

wrote of her 2010 UBS Soundscapes: 

Pioneers commission for the London 

Symphony Orchestra, Solar, that it 

‘manages to suggest galactic power on 

a compact scale’. Mini-opera, Zátopek!, 

commissioned by Second Movement and 

part of New Music 20x12 for the London 

Cultural Olympiad, received widespread 

critical acclaim including a 4 star review 

in The Guardian and being described 

as ‘a tremendous opera’ on BBC2 TV 

The Review Show.

Howard’s concert music is regularly 

performed and broadcast and highlights 

include international composer-focus 

at music festival Wien Modern 2011 

featuring performances in the Musikverein 

(Tonkünstler Orchestra / Andrés Orozco-

Estrada) and Wiener Konzerthaus (Vienna 

Radio Symphony Orchestra / Sir James 

MacMillan). WM Festival Commission 

Calculus of the Nervous System was given 

its UK premiere by the City of Birmingham 

Symphony Orchestra conducted by Andris 

Nelsons at the 2012 BBC Proms. Also 

in 2012, Ada sketches (Loré Lixenberg) 

received performances at the Royal 

Opera House’s Linbury Studio Theatre 

and Mesmerism, a Diamond Jubilee 

commission for the Liverpool Mozart 

Orchestra conducted by Mark Heron 

with pianist Alexandra Dariescu, won 

the Making Music Category of the 2012 

British Composer Awards. 

2013 saw the Australian premiere of Solar 

(West Australian Symphony Orchestra / 

Paul Daniel) and a further UK performance 

by the BBC Symphony Orchestra under 

Garry Walker. Howard’s songs for children 

BIG BUMS and Pi (a Pie?), text by Selma 

Dimitrijevic, commissioned by Opera 

North, also premiered in November 2013 

Information about the artists on this 
disc can be found on our website: 
www.nmcrec.co.uk
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at Royal Northern College of Music, Manchester

Recording Threnos. 

Emily Howard with Simon Whiteley and 

Lucy Goddard at All Saints, East Finchley
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