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The Woman by the Sea   18’06
Sacconi Quartet
John McCabe piano

Silver Nocturnes  
I More are men’s ends …   2’52
II Set me whereas the sun  3’39
III The lowest Trees have tops …  3’04
IV Interlude  3’59
V My true love hath my heart …  4’58
VI The setting sun …  1’50

Roderick Williams baritone
Sacconi Quartet

Horn Quintet 
Vigoroso – 4’05
Slow – 12’30
Prestissimo 6’32

David Pyatt horn
Sacconi Quartet

Total timing:  61’48
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By 1998, when John McCabe made 
this typically self-effacing remark, he 
had been an important thread in the 
musical fabric of Britain and beyond 
for nearly four decades. Over the 
next seventeen years, almost to the 
very end of his life, he continued to 
pursue his twin greatest loves as a 
concert pianist and composer, prolifi c 
across a huge range of genres. 
During that time, among many other 
projects – and bequeathing in all 
an impressive seven symphonies 
and seven string quartets, as well 
as numerous concertos and several 
major ballets – McCabe composed 
the three, highly expressive quintets 
that appear on this album.

Or more accurately two quintets 
and a quartet. For joining the 
piano quintet The Woman by the 

Sea (2001) and the Horn Quintet 
(2010-11), Silver Nocturnes (2011) 
is actually McCabe’s designated 
String Quartet No. 6; its scoring 
for additional solo voice (in this 
case, baritone) part of a tradition 
that reaches back to the Vienna of 
Schoenberg and Berg. It is of course 
the composer’s landmark recordings 
of sonatas by a still-earlier adopted 
Viennese, his adored Joseph Haydn, 
that form the linchpin of his legacy 
as a pianist. And it was encountering 
Haydn, together with Schubert and 
Brahms, that fi rst inspired McCabe to 
compose as a young boy, recovering 
from a near-fatal accident with fi re, 
and schooled at home in Liverpool 
until aged eleven. 

But more directly discernible in 
McCabe’s mature compositional 

John McCabe (1939-2015): a trio of quintets

“I’m not bothered about posterity. 
                    Posterity can look after itself really.” 
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style – achieved, he later reckoned, 
“around about 1962”, the year he 
composed the Concerto Funèbre 
for Viola and Chamber Orchestra – 
are Vaughan Williams and Tippett, 
Britten and Hartmann, Nielsen and 
Rawsthorne; each in their way more 
contemporary examples of “the 
humanitarian and the visionary” 
to which McCabe not just aspired 
but quietly became in his own 
right – palpably so in the works 
on this album. Eschewing aesthetic 
dogma, he was a modern rather 
than a modernist; a self-confessed 
“mainstream true progressive” 
inclined to evolution rather than 
revolution, with a passionate belief in 
music as a means of communication 
and of enabling new experiences 
within existing frameworks.

McCabe’s ability to open 
doors for audiences whether as 
composer or pianist (or, indeed, 
as a writer) stemmed from his 
own natural curiosity. With a post-

tonal, chromatic-diatonic style that 
briefl y – and highly successfully 
in The Chagall Windows (1974) – 
embraced serialism, thence elements 
of minimalism and more, he was ever 
alert to a changing musical world. 
‘Englishness’ was something he 
rightly shrugged off when confronted 
with the stylistic label. Yet something 
of that identity remained deep 
within his musical, if not actual, DNA 
alongside that of his Scottish-Irish 
father and German-Scandinavian 
mother. Indeed, like all McCabe’s 
music regardless of its varying 
dissonance, these quintets can 
broadly be sited within an ongoing 
English post-romantic tradition. At 
the same time, and paradoxically 
in keeping with that very tradition, 
they remain testament to a deeply 
individual voice. 

Disparate in inspiration, what unites 
the works beyond their shared 
medium of string quartet-plus-soloist 
is McCabe’s own impulse towards 
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musical – structural, thematic, 
harmonic – integration; an impulse 
which coincidentally refl ected his 
yearning for resolution and cohesion 
in society at large. Each work is 
rooted in personal friendships 
and remembrance, whether by 
commission or other association. 
And all three in some way evince 
McCabe’s lifelong fascination with 
landscapes; not necessarily, here, 
related to specifi c locations, but 
rather of the mind and – perhaps 
more crucially – of the heart.*

* McCabe suggested the title Landscapes of 
the Mind for the book about his music, edited 
by George Odam and published by Ashgate 
(now Routledge) in 2008 as part of the 
Guildhall Research Studies series (vol 6).

The Woman by the Sea (2001)
McCabe is rightly celebrated as 
a musical polymath – and he was 
also expert in arenas outside the 
profession. Cricket was one such 
and, closer to artistic home, cinema 
was another: directors such as 
Satyajit Ray and Akira Kurosawa, 
for example, were much admired for 
their wealth of human understanding. 
In compositional terms, it is 
McCabe’s piano quintet The Woman 
by the Sea that most directly draws 
inspiration from a specifi c fi lm: Kenji 
Mizoguchi’s Sansho Dayu (1954). 

The narrative is compelling: following 
a lifetime of enforced separation 
of a woman from her children by 
slavers, her son eventually escapes 
and tracks her to a remote, seashore 
hovel where, now blind, crippled 
and aged, she continues to cry out 
her loss. Travelling through grief 
and anger the two are reunited, 
and McCabe describes how it 
was the redemptive “fi nal scene 
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with the image of the old, lonely 
woman outside her shack [which] 
occasioned the mood and form” of 
his quintet. 

Essentially a through-composed slow 
movement, the work is thematically 
close-wrought with a surging ebb 
and fl ow that is interrupted by break-
out moments of torment in wildly 
fragmented short passages for a 
single instrument or pair. Throughout, 
it is rich with tension; couched, for 
instance, in restive, Bartókian string 
motifs which stretch forth in thin, 
repeated sinews of sound, only to fall 
back at fi rst to the accompaniment 
of low, dull thuds from the piano. 
Amidst whistling, shakuhachi-like 
harmonics, energy is slowly roused 
and melodies emerge through the 
wheeling textures. Some stem “from 
tiny bits of the [fi lm’s] soundtrack” 
and others seem to grow from the 
implacable sea itself; expressive of 
a human tragedy that is painfully, 
equivocally overcome. 

McCabe traces the emotional 
journey through a gradual build to 
a central, faster section. Following a 
climax there is release, then a return 
to the opening slow, falling semi-tonal 
fi gures and rising phrases – “the 
sound of the woman’s vain calling 
out of her children’s names over the 
ocean”. The circularity of McCabe’s 
form implies healing through the 
circle of life, and perhaps the 
possibility of a restart offered by 
redemption. Yet it also speaks of the 
pathos of a situation in which time 
passed and opportunities missed are 
lost forever.

Commissioned by Peter Mallet of Art SPACE 
(Society for the Promotion of Arts and Culture 
Euro-Japan), dedicated to the cause of 
cancer research and in memory of Alison and 
Geoffrey Mallett. Premiere performance, the 
Rubio Quartet and Yoshiko Endo, Wigmore 
Hall, London, 12 September 2001.
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Silver Nocturnes 
(String Quartet No. 6, 2011)
One of McCabe’s longest and most 
valued associations was with the 
Presteigne Festival, held annually 
in the Welsh borders. He and his 
wife Monica’s frequent hosts there 
were Simon and Jo Boosey – and 
it was McCabe from whom Mrs 
Boosey commissioned a piece in 
memory of her husband following 
his death. Together she and the 
composer alighted on a scoring for 
baritone and string quartet setting 
poetry, as McCabe describes, “by 
three of the so-called ‘Silver Poets’ 
of the sixteenth century: Henry 
Howard (Earl of Surrey, and one 
of my favourite poets), Sir Edward 
Dyer, and Sir Philip Sidney. To act 
as prelude and postlude, I chose an 
extract from a speech by John of 
Gaunt in Shakespeare’s Richard II.” 

Gaunt’s opening words are sombre: 
“More are men’s ends mark’d than 
their lives before”, and a mournful, 

almost austere tone is established 
through Britten-esque vocal arcs 
supported by fi ligree, scalic strings. 
There is bitter “sweetness” too – and 
perhaps a nod to Vaughan Williams’ 
Serenade to Music in McCabe’s 
setting of that word here and at 
the close. Throughout, the mood is 
refl ective as, not dissimilarly to The 
Woman by the Sea, love and loyalty 
underpin an aching remembrance, 
which rises through grief and a 
kind of fury to a fi nal, equivocal 
acceptance. 

McCabe complements the elegant, 
‘silver-tongued’ lyricism of the poets 
in instrumental colour, relaxing a 
sometimes knotty harmony at key 
moments with unisons and octave 
doublings. These are interwoven with 
other subtle plainchant elements in 
a way which sees the cello – along 
with the horn, one of McCabe’s 
favourite instruments – take on an 
oft-melodic role in supporting the 
voice through alternately static and 
pulsating textures.
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Following the adagio 
introduction, Howard’s ‘Set me 
whereas the sun’ embraces a 
pastoral vision of constancy 
through life’s changing seasons. 
Intensity increases towards the 
sonnet’s bleak fi nal image, 
where “hope is nought”. There 
ensues a thrumming, scherzo 
setting of Dyers’ ‘The lowest 
Trees have tops’. This is hardly 
jaunty however, and the imagery 
darkens further, giving way to 
a string interlude which seems 
to render the voice silent by the 
very ferocity of its anguish. At 
last, through Sidney’s simple yet 
profound sonnet, ‘My true love’, 
the pain of loss is tempered by 
the certainty that he “hath my 
heart and I have his”.

Commissioned by Jo Boosey in memory 
of her husband Simon. Premiere 
performance, Marcus Farnsworth and 
the Alberni String Quartet, St Mary’s 
Church, Pembridge, Herefordshire, 17 
March 2012.

Monica McCabe, Sacconi Quartet, 
Roderick Williams and Jo Boosey during the 
recording session for Silver Nocturnes
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I.  Richard II (Shakespeare): Act 2 Scene 1: John of Gaunt:
More are men’s ends mark’d than their lives before:
The setting sun, and music at the close,
As the last taste of sweets, is sweetest last,
Writ in remembrance more than things long past.

II.  Set me whereas the sun (Howard) (XII of Poems of Love and Chivalry)
Set me whereas the sun doth parch the green,
Or where his beams may not dissolve the ice,
In temperate heat, where he is felt and seen;
With proud people, in presence sad and wise;
Set me in low, or yet in high degree;
In the long night, or in the shortest day;
In clear weather, or where clouds thickest be;
In lusty youth, or when my hairs be gray:
Set me in earth, in heaven, or yet in hell,
In hill, in dale, or in the foaming fl ood;
Thrall, or at large, alive whereso I dwell,
Sick, or in health, in ill fame or in good,
Yours will I be, and with this only thought
Comfort myself when that my hope is nought.

III.  The lowest Trees have tops (Dyer)
The lowest Trees have tops, the Ante her gall,
The fl ie her splene, the little sparkes their heate:
The slender haires cast shadowes, though but small,
And Bees have stings, although they be not great:
Seas have their sourse, and so have shallow springs,
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And love is love, in Beggars, as in Kings.
Where rivers smoothest run, deepe are the foords,
The Diall stirres, yet none perceives it moove:
The fi rmest faith is in the fewest wordes,
The Turtles cannot sing, and yet they love:
True Harts have eyes, and eares, no tongs to speake,
They heare, and see, and sigh, and then they breake.

IV.  Interlude (string quartet)

V.  My true love (Sidney)
My true love hath my heart and I have his,
By just exchange one for another given:
I hold his deare, and mine he cannot misse,
There never was a better bargaine driven.
My true love hath my heart and I have his.
My heart in me keepes him and me in one,
My heart in him his thoughts and sences guides:
He loves my heart, for once it was his owne,
I cherish his because in me it bides.
My true love hath my heart, and I have his.

VI.  Richard II
The setting sun, and music at the close,
As the last taste of sweets, is sweetest last,
Writ in remembrance more than things long past.
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Horn Quintet (2010-11)

McCabe’s Horn Quintet complements 
the other quintets here in its extended, 
slow movement form. It is an episodic 
work that can be seen in many 
ways as a return to the composer’s 
roots – or, at least, a celebration 
of them through direct and indirect 
personal connections. Commissioned 
by Liverpool’s Rodewald Concert 
Society, McCabe noted that, in 
his schooldays he received at their 
concerts “invaluable education in the 
masterpieces of the chamber music 
repertoire”, and the work is dedicated 
to two of his oldest Liverpool friends, 
Nancy and Douglas Brady. 

For many years McCabe worked 
closely with the horn player Ifor 
James, and his great love of the 
instrument resulted in a number of 
concertante works of which this, 
written for David Pyatt and the 
Sacconis, is the sole quintet for 
horn and string quartet. In the string 
writing especially, the infl uence of 

Tippett shines through: in muscular, 
syncopated textures and suggestive 
harmonies which recall the older 
composer’s angular dexterity. 

However, McCabe off-sets any 
resultant terseness with an ethereal 
buoyancy and melodic warmth that 
renders his horn writing uncannily 
voice-like. Of course, a traditional 
role of the horn is to call people; to 
enjoin a hunt, say, or a battle. But 
is there a more otherworldly cast to 
McCabe’s tally-ho, in the sense of an 
intercession ‘twixt human and faerie? 
The composer hints as much in his 
suggestion of a programme around 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream to 
the two, fl eet-footed scherzos which 
interrupt the more comfortably dream-
like, slow, steady calm to which he 
constantly returns. 

There is little that is outwardly showy 
for the horn – and, indeed, the sole, 
short-lived cadenza is scored for 
solo cello. But the work is intense, 
with supple contrasts of colour and 



articulation, and a quiet integrity that 
recalls McCabe himself. His music 
here is typically direct and uncluttered 
in expression, yet also shows a deep-
lying capacity for enigma – not to 
mention a subtlety born of a lifetime’s 
world-class practical music-making.

Commissioned by the Rodewald Concert 
Society. Premiere performance, David Pyatt 
and the Sacconi Quartet, St George’s Hall, 
Liverpool, 12 October 2011.

© 2017 Steph Power

With thanks to Monica McCabe, whose 
sharing of reminiscences assisted the writing 
of these notes. For further information about 
McCabe’s life and work go to 
www.johnmccabe.com

John McCabe was born in 1939 near 
Liverpool of Irish descent from his 
physicist father, and German/Finnish 
from his mother, Elisabeth Herlitzius, a 
keen amateur violinist. He decided to 
become a composer at fi ve-and-a-half, 
even before he began to study piano, as 
a pupil of the leading teacher Gordon 
Green. Following studies at the then 
Royal Manchester College of Music (now 
the Royal Northern) and in Munich, on 
a German Government scholarship, he 
began a career as both composer and 
pianist. Early attracted to Haydn’s music, 
he fell in love with the piano sonatas 
while young, and later recorded a 
ground-breaking complete set (now on 
12 CDs) for Decca, which has never been 
out of the catalogue, and has provided 
a standard for pianists who followed in 
his wake.

John McCabe’s compositions, which have 
been performed all over the world, cover 
every genre. Among his most successful 
works is the ballet Edward II, created 
and choreographed by David Bintley 
(Stuttgart Ballet 1995), and premiered to 

Information about all the 
composers and artists on this 
disc can be found on NMC’s 
website:
www.nmcrec.co.uk

John McCabe
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great acclaim, by the Birmingham Royal 
Ballet in the UK, winning among others, 
the 1998 Barclays Theatre Award.

Other major works to be found in the 
McCabe catalogue include Notturni 
ed Alba (with soprano soloist), The 
Chagall Windows for orchestra, Concerto 
for Orchestra, seven symphonies and 
numerous concertos. Cloudcatcher Fells 
and Salamander have become classics 
in the Brass Band repertoire. McCabe’s 
full-length ballet Arthur, Part 1: Arthur 
Pendragon, with choreography by David 
Bintley, was premiered by Birmingham 
Royal Ballet in 2000. It is the fi rst half of 
a cycle of two full-evening ballets, the 
second of which, Arthur, Part 2: Mort 
d’Arthur received its world premiere 
in 2001 at Sadler’s Wells, with the 
Birmingham Royal Ballet.

Of more recent orchestral work, 
Symphony No 7 ‘Labyrinth’ (2007) was 
commissioned by the BBC for the Royal 
Liverpool Philharmonic, Horn Concerto 
‘Rainforest IV’ (2006) for David Pyatt 
and the BBC National Orchestra of 
Wales, Cello Concerto Songline (2007) 
for Truls Mork and the Hallé, and Joybox 

(2013) by the BBC Proms for the BBC 
Philharmonic Orchestra. Psalm-Cantata 
(2012), commissioned by the English 
Baroque Choir and their music director 
Jeremy Jackman, who gave the fi rst 
performance in March 2013 at St. 
John’s, Smith Square, London and Christ’s 
Nativity (2014), which was commissioned 
by the Hallé Choir and premiered in 
Manchester in December 2014. Other 
compositions included works for The 
King’s Singers, Stile Antico (Three Choirs 
Festival) and the Carducci String Quartet 
(Presteigne Festival).

McCabe was active as a writer on 
music, and was appointed C.B.E. by HM 
The Queen in 1985 for his services to 
British music. In 2004, the Incorporated 
Society of Musicians honoured John 
McCabe with the Distinguished Musician 
Award in recognition of his ‘outstanding 
contribution to British musical life’ and 
in 2006, Liverpool University awarded 
him an Honorary Doctorate in Music. 
In 2014 he was awarded the Ivors 
Classical Music Award and the Iles 
Medal for contributions to the brass band 
movement. He died in 2015, aged 75.
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John McCabe 
Desert III: Landscape (1982)  23’46

The Australian Piano Trio 
Andrew Lorenz violin · Janis Laurs cello · Wendy Lorenz piano

McCabe had a fascination for 
deserts – whether of sand or 
ice, heat or cold – that began in 
childhood: as he later noted, “sooner 
or later it was bound to come out 
in the music”. In the early 1980s he 
embarked on a series of works for 
different types of ensemble inspired 
by desert environments. The third 
in this series, Desert III: Landscape, 
is scored for piano trio and “stems 
as much from the strength and 
complexity of the Australian desert 
fringe landscape as it does from the 
sense of a vast emptiness which is 
the impulse behind the beginning 
of the work”. With sudden changes 
of mood, and rhythms suggested 

by aboriginal didgeridoo music, 
McCabe conjures an atmosphere 
of complex shifting colours within 
an unrelenting, essentially static 
vastness. The work is cast in fi ve, 
through-composed sections, 
Lento – Vivo – Lento – Deciso 
Allegro Vivace – Maestoso; 
the last regathering opening threads.

Commissioned by Earle Page College and the 
New England Ensemble, University of New 
England, Armidale, New South Wales. Premiere 
performance, June 1982. With thanks to Earle 
Page College and the New England Ensemble 
for letting their recording (originally released 
on LP Pagecoll S-1, YPRX 2247) be transferred 
from vinyl and remastered by NMC Recordings 
for download.
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