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Edward Cowie

Total timing 74’28

Kreutzer Quartet 
Peter Sheppard Skærved • Mihailo Trandafi lovski • Morgan Goff • Neil Heyde

String Quartet No.3 ‘In Flight Music’ (1982-83, rewritten 2010)
Hang-gliders (Stanwell Park, NSW Australia) 4’40 
Vapour Trails 7’10
Hummingbird Hawk Moths (Maurens, France) 5’01
Raptor Thermals – mainly Eagles (Dordogne France) 6’49

String Quartet No.4 (1984, rewritten 2010) 17’40

String Quartet No.5 ‘Birdsong Bagatelles’ (2003-4)

Grey Heron 1’39
Mute Swan 1’35
Coot 1’18
Mallard 1’53
Black-headed Gull 1’28
Kingfi sher 2’22
Wren 0’57
Robin 1’09
Song Thrush 1’15
Blackbird 1’20
Chaffi nch 0’58
Blue Tit 1’27

Woodpigeon 1’31
Cuckoo 1’28
Green Woodpecker 1’30
Bullfi nch 1’17
Jay 0’53
Tawny Owl 2’05
Rook 1’21
Kestrel 0’54
Lapwing 0’44
Partridge 1’01
Skylark 1’46
Magpie 1’01
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Edward Cowie working on the third string quartet in Australia
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From the very fi rst moment, in our very 
fi rst rehearsal of Edward Cowie’s quartets, 
it was clear that this is unique quartet 
music. In performance, his players must 
counterpoint constant control of idea, of 
narrative, and light-foot technical mastery. 
This refl ects the composer himself; he 
counterpoints musical command and 
polymath intellect with startling gifts as 
a graphic artist, and violinist. For all this 
complexity, the musical outcomes for 
player and listener are grace-fi lled clarity 
and beauty. 

Whilst these three works all inhabit 
the same rich world and speak the 
same vernacular, they are completely 
different from each other. Quartet No.3, 
on the surface at least, uses the model 
offered by Haydn, of a four-movement 
quartet with a central slow movement/
minuet pairing. Quartet No.4 is a single-
movement structure; a living object in 
constant metamorphosis. Quartet No.5 
is different yet again – a 24 movement 
set of ‘bagatelles’, which by its size 

contradicts the miniature scale of its 
constituents. One result of this is that 
we are challenged to accept constant 
change, or rather change as the constant. 
To hear this in slow motion, the central 
slow gesture of the Quartet No.4 offers 
a paradigm, as the four players fi nd a 
way to ‘bend’ intonation around a series 
of mid-register notes, all seemingly 
presenting themselves as a ‘centre’, like 
the middle fi nger of the ‘Guidonian Hand’; 
settling on, but hardly resolving to ‘E’. This 
slow morphing seems to model geological 
speeds; subduction, movement of tectonic 
plates, or the frozen movement of a 
cooled lava fl ow. But strangely it offers 
exactly the same imaginative challenge to 
us as the whiplash changes in speed in 
Quartet No.3, or the Robin’s movements 
in No.5. The only difference is the rate 
at which change is perceived, and the 
sense that the foundation of everything 
is shifting, turning, melting, evaporating. 
At any given moment in Cowie’s music, a 
bud is fl owering, petals stiffening, colour 
blooming, fading, withering, drooping, 

dying – and a seed is revealed. The 
process of rebirth is always beginning. 

Working closely with Cowie, I have 
observed fi rst-hand the effortless sweep 
of his imagination, from the powerful 
dynamic between the visual, aural and 
structural  pouring through his works; 
its winged interchange between the 
minutiae of sound-making, timbre, 
rubato and voicing; through to a truly 
grand imaginative vision. He is fond of 
Heraclitus. Working in detail on these 
three masterpieces over the past year, I 
found myself seeking out Lucretius’s ‘De 
Rerum Natura’ (Lucretius was, himself a 
fan of the Greek). Lucretius and Cowie 
share a sense of the essential mutability 
of all things: 

omnia qua propter debent per inane quietum 
aeque ponderibus non aequis concita ferri. 

(All things must be, as a result, carried with 
similar weight but unequal speeds, through 
the silent void) *

This sums up the exciting contradiction 
that Cowie’s music offers us as players. 
On the one side, the challenges of colour, 
precision and enormous virtuosity are 
almost classical ones. However, at the 

same time its parameters constantly 
shift; a gesture which must be executed 
with enormous precision of ensemble, 
is promptly required to be precisely un-
coordinated, if you like, exactly wrong. It’s 
impossible for me to think of this without 
thinking of the constant recalibrations, 
ebb and fl ow, in the world around us: a 
‘murmuration of Starlings’; movements, 
seen and heard of leaves in gusts of wind; 
the constant shift between coordination 
and entropy. Edward offers this ‘nature 
of things’ as the most naturally classical 
process, as if the Ionic scrolls on our 
instruments might unfurl as fern fronds, 
the Acanthus Spinosus leaves on classical  
capitals blush with their natural greens 
and purples to shake in the winds. It 
feels like something that one has never 
done before, and then utterly natural, like 
breathing, or sleeping. 
In rehearsal, discussing his music, Edward 
insisted: “My music must never sound 
modern. It has to be natural.” Nature, 
which Cowie loves so much, continues to 
evolve; marrying, like his music, enormous 
complexity and profound simplicity.

© Peter Sheppard Skærved 2016

From where I sit, a player’s point of view
by Peter Sheppard Skærved 

* Lucretius DRN II 238
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Twenty years separate the composing of 
my third and fi fth string quartets, but both 
the third and fi fth are linked to landscapes 
and the things that happen in them. For 
decades now, I have been a musical 
equivalent of a plein air visual artist. I begin 
the process of making music by drawing 
and notating in situ. This fusion between 
seeing and hearing (not synaesthesia), is 
something that has always been natural to 
me, though study of the writings of Klee 
and Kandinsky have signifi cantly affected 
the direction that my drawings towards 

the music have taken. In any event, my 
music is more than ever a music which is 
intended to stimulate more than just the 
sense of hearing.

The third quartet then, under the collective 
and collected title In Flight Music is 
a sonic response to both the fl ight 
dynamics of living (birds and insects) as 
well as mechanical (high altitude jets) 
aviators. The energy and ‘shape’ of the 
music refl ects the action and movement 

of things in a state of fl ying – the twists 
and turns, the visual arabesques, the slip, 
slide and weave of fast-and-slow fl yers.

The fi fth quartet was composed around 
the same time as my 24 preludes for 

piano and, like the piano works, explores 
and re-opens properties and qualities of 
the 24 major and minor keys. The brevity 
of each ‘bird movement’ (there are four 
which feature a different soloist from the 
quartet), is a consequence of the way I 
think we perceive things in nature – that 
the essence of something is captured 
and understood in a very short time-span. 
But in case the listener is hunting for a 
Messiaen-like response, I hasten to add 
that there is virtually no transcription of 
birdsong in the music. These short pieces 
are far more about the visual displays 
of birds and the relationship(s) between 
those behaviours and the habitat in which 
they live and move. Wherever birdsong 
is represented, it is sound and sound-
shapes that follow the formal design of 

the song without attempting to harmonise 
or confi gure the pitch-materials of the 
songs. This is after all, a string quartet and 
not a series of birdsong sonograms!

The fourth quartet is actually the most 
recent of the quartets, being a total 
re-write of the earlier version composed in 
the early 1980s. In the space of eighteen 
months in 2012/13, four of my close 
friends died from cancer and my eldest 
brother from Alzheimer’s disease. I have 
never been comfortable with the idea 
of mortality! But in writing a piece that 
was always intended to be a memorial, I 
knew that grief and sadness were less 
prescient than memories of the best and 
loveliest qualities of the relationships 
I had with all fi ve of the dedicatees. 
Consequently, the music in this quartet – 
played continuously as a river fl ows – is a 
slowly ascending emotional and sensual 
‘hill-climb’ to a kind of hymn at the end. To 
date, it stands alone as a work inspired – 
not by a sense of place as most of my 
music is – but rather a work where a 
place for the senses is cast in the light 
and shadow of recall and loving.

The string quartet is a magnifi cent and 
deep resource for a composer like me. I 
played the violin when a young boy and 
man. It was during that time of string-
playing that I fi rst dreamed of making 
music myself. I count myself blessed as 
well as fortunate to have been performed 
and recorded by a quartet like this – one 
which has taken a journey within and 
alongside my imagination about what 
a string quartet can do. I acknowledge 
their skill, insights and interpretive zest 
with awe and profound gratitude. The 
Heraclitus motto on the head of the score 
of the fourth quartet – ‘you can never 

step into the same river twice’ – seems 
to me to be a perfect description of what 
composing is about.

© Edward Cowie 2016

Notes
from Edward Cowie 
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Edward Cowie was born in Birmingham 
in 1943. By the time he was fi ve years 
old, he was living fi rst in the wilds of 
Suffolk and then the Cotswolds – 
foundation experiences of the natural 
world that were to shape his entire core 
preoccupation with inspirational materials 
for both music and visual art.

Early studies in the violin and piano 
ran alongside his fi rst university years 
studying physics at Imperial College, 
whilst at the same time undertaking 
external student studies in painting at 
The Slade. He began to compose in 
his early teens but it was not until 1964 
that he commenced serious study of 
composition with Alexander Goehr. 
In 1971 he was awarded a Chopin 
Fellowship to study with Lutosławski 
in Poland. In that same year his music 
began to appear in festivals and on 
BBC Radio 3 for the fi rst time.

It was with the premiere of his 1975 
BBC Prom commission, Leviathan, 
that his unique musical voice began to 

attract international attention. By the 
end of the 1970s, his music was being 
featured all over the world, and he also 
began to exhibit his paintings in British 
and overseas galleries. He became the 
fi rst Granada Composer/Conductor 
in residence with the RLPO between 
1984-86. The years and decades that 
followed have seen him continuing to 
develop what he calls a ‘fusion process’ 
between music, the visual arts and 
science – most recently collaborative 
work with physicists like Sir Michael 
Berry in Rutherford’s Lights for solo 
piano and The Colours of Dark Light for 
Oboe Quintet. 

His unique relationship with the BBC 
Singers led to him being their fi rst 
composer in association for the years 
2002-2005, at the same time as he was 
also made the fi rst artist in residence 
with the Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds. His academic career was 
equally innovative, and often revolutionary 
and he held chairs in Universities in the 
USA, Germany, Australia and the UK. 

Edward Cowie The Kreutzer Quartet

He has also made several television 
fi lms including his Leonardo for BBC2. 
Work for radio has included broadcasts 
of essays on BBC Radio 4 as well as 
two major series for ABCFM Australia 
and more recently and ongoing for 
ABC Radio National.

This broad spectrum of interests, 
research and creative practices 
continues unabated, with special 
emphasis on extending and furthering 
the inter-arts theories of Klee and 
Kandinsky. Few of his works are 
without the fi eld-work and preparatory 
(and instigative) drawings towards 
music. A composer who has often 
spoken and written about his deep love 
of vocal music, he nevertheless retains 
a profound interest in chamber music 
in general, and the string quartet in 
particular.  

www.edward-cowie.com

The Kreutzer Quartet – Peter Sheppard 
Skærved, Mihailo Trandafi lovski 
(violins), Morgan Goff (viola) and 
Neil Heyde (cello) – has forged an 
enviable reputation as one of Europe’s 
most dynamic and innovative string 
quartets. They are the dedicatees of 
numerous works, and over many years 
have forged creative partnerships 
with composers including Sir Michael 
Tippett, David Matthews, Michael 
Finnissy and John McCabe. Recently 
they have given premieres of major 
works by Gloria Coates, Roger 
Redgate, Robin Holloway, Edward 
Cowie, Jeremy Dale Roberts, Mihailo 
Trandafi lovski, and Robert Saxton. They 
are artists-in-residence at Goldsmiths 
College and at Wilton’s Music Hall in 
London.

Kreutzer Quartet on NMC
Michael Finnissy 
Second and Third String Quartets NMC D180

Jeremy Dale Roberts 
Croquis, Tristia NMC D151
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