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Between (1998)

David Sawer has written extensively and with 
great imagination for harp for many years, but 
always in ensemble. This short work is his fi rst 
for solo harp – and indeed, it’s one of a tiny 
handful of works he’s composed for any solo 
instrument in an otherwise prodigious output, 
giving it a special place in the repertoire.

Between was composed in 1998 for the 
distinguished harpist Osian Ellis, then 
celebrating his 70th birthday year. Far from a 
virtuosic showpiece, it’s a gentle, beautifully 
ethereal work which captures  a kind of 
otherworldly essence of the harp completely 
without sentimentalism. 

Rolling, enigmatic harmonies support a 
loping triplet melody that emerges like a 
half-remembered song from fl uid, contrary 

motion arpeggios. The phrases are like 
breaths; sometimes long, sometimes short, 
with pauses in between and a rising and 
falling dynamic. The feel is dream-like with 
traces of uncertainty that never quite become 
discomfort: a ‘wrong’ note here, a truncated 
or lopsided rhythm there suggest the 
ambivalence of the title.

Between what and what are we held? Or 
between where and where? The harp strings, 
the notes – the silences? Sawer enraptures 
us for just six, earthly minutes, but his music 
haunts us in after-echoes for a good while 
longer.

Between was commissioned for the Aldeburgh Autumn 
Britten Festival with funds provided by the Britten-Pears 
Foundation and fi rst performed by Osian Ellis at the 
Jubilee Hall, Aldeburgh, 20 November 1998.

© Steph Power 2019
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 Rumpelstiltskin Suite 
1 I.  4’02

2 II.  3’55

3 III. 8’40

4 IV.  3’06

5 V. 4’01

6 VI. 3’53

 Cat’s-Eye  
7 [bar 1]  0’57

8 [bar 28] 2’33

9 [bar 90] 5’15

bl [bar 163] 4’43

bm [bar 274] 1’08

bn [bar 300] 3’56

bo [bar 428] 5’22

bp April\March 23’17

 Birmingham Contemporary Music Group • Martyn Brabbins conductor

 Total timing 74’58

 Please see p.16 for information on how to download the free bonus track Between.

DAVID SAWER
RUMPELSTILTSKIN

The Idle Boast

Straw into Gold

Wedding and Coronation

Guessing Games

Rumpelstiltskin Alone

Rumpelstiltskin’s Last Dance
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It’s a highly performative process – and 
one which points to the infl uence of that 
great music theatre innovator Mauricio 
Kagel, with whom Sawer studied in 
Cologne in the 1980s following studies at 
the University of York. At the same time, 
for the listener it’s not unlike reading a 
magic realist novel: strands of association, 
fantasy and recognition are woven 
separately and together, incorporating 
different perspectives and time frames 
such that the listener (reader, observer) 
becomes a part of the fabric – perhaps, 
even, a silent player or character – through 
their engagement with it.

Remarkably widely read and fascinated by 
visual art, history and people, Sawer brings 
a love of unconventional ideas to his work, 
combined with shrewd observation of 
the traits and foibles of human behaviour 
and the deeper psychology that drives 
it. While beguiling the ear with tightly 
constructed off-kilter textures, his music is 
often underlaid by something darker and 
satirically disquieting, recalling Stravinsky 
by way of Berio, Janácek and expressionist 
cabaret. 

All three of the pieces here have a 
connection with dance: the Rumpelstiltskin 

Suite (2011) originated in Sawer’s 2009, 
70-minute ballet Rumpelstiltskin; the 
early ensemble piece Cat’s-Eye (1986) 
was choreographed by Richard Alston for 
Rambert in 1992; premiered in concert in 
2016, April\March was commissioned for 
the Royal Ballet, hence Collins’ subsequent 
choreography fulfi lled its original intention. 

Rumpelstiltskin Suite (2011)

But what, exactly, is a ballet? Or – if we 
return to Collins’ remark – what happens 
to our senses when the music of a ballet 
so effectively defi nes character and 
narrative that it seems itself to take on 
a physical persona? It’s precisely this 
quality that induced one critic to note with 
admiration that the score of Sawer’s ballet 
Rumpelstiltskin at times ‘felt like a chamber 
opera without words’. 

The concert Suite created from it also 
invokes the palpably real, but without any 
actual dance or theatricality (the earlier 
piece calls on members of the ensemble 
to move about the stage, for instance, 
while the Suite has them conventionally 
seated). Indeed, the Suite is far more than 
a concert representation of the ballet but 
its own kind of aural ballet for ensemble. 

ˇ
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In early 2019, the choreographer Aletta 
Collins created Blue Moon for the Royal 
Ballet, setting David Sawer’s dance score 
April\March for the reopening of London’s 
Linbury Theatre. During rehearsals, 
she offered an intriguing insight when 
she spoke about the dancers ‘physically 
listening to each other’. Of course any 
ballet might aim for a symbiosis of dance 
and music, but Collins was suggesting that 
dance itself involves a poetic entwining of 
the senses through movement. 

If we extend her metaphor, it’s plain that 
something analogous also applies to 
music: sound is physical, and performing 
or listening to music are bodily acts that 
involve many senses beyond hearing alone. 
So it seems wonderfully apt that, with 
these ideas, Collins should have opened a 
window onto Sawer’s wider concerns as a 
composer – and the often surreal, semiotic 
play and suggestion that his music explores 
while being fi rmly grounded in the direct 
physicality of sound. 

This physicality operates on many levels 
in Sawer’s music and goes hand-in-hand 
with the celebrated instinct for theatre and 

story-telling that draws him so naturally 
to ballet, opera and other multimedia 
genres. Yet, paradoxically, it may also help 
to explain why his music is so captivating 
in concert – and, indeed, in recording, as 
this second NMC portrait album attests 
(the fi rst, From Morning to Midnight, 
was released in 2007 following a 1995 
recording of Byrnan Wood, while his music 
is featured on 5 other NMC releases). 

From structure to articulation, every 
aspect is conceived in gestural terms 
as an act made by live, ‘fl esh and blood’ 
performers – to borrow the title of Sawer’s 
2011 dramatic scene for two voices and 
orchestra – to an active, fl esh and blood 
audience. Sawer has said that, as he writes, 
‘I imagine an audience. And I also imagine 
the performers’. Moreover, he deliberately 
sets out to leave ‘space for the audience’s 
imagination’. In effect, the listener is invited 
not just to receive, but to participate in his 
music; to complete it for themselves, as it 
were, through their own, unique responses 
to the material – which may differ from the 
composer’s. 

David Sawer – Once upon a Time
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Rumpelstiltskin Suite was fi rst performed by 
commissioners Birmingham Contemporary Music 
Group, conducted by George Benjamin, 
at Wigmore Hall, London, 6 April 2013.

Cat’s-Eye (1986)

Indeed, Sawer has always identifi ed as 
‘a theatre person’ who loves to explore 
change and transformation in ways 
that are as tactile as they are sonically 
arresting. Pin-sharp articulation and 
pacing are key elements in his music – 
which traverses terrain as eclectic and 
unsettlingly absurd as it is distinctive and 
intensely serious. In a way, Sawer does 
in music what the poet Jules Supervielle 
suggested about fi lm in the 1920s: that 
it ‘assimilate[s] the unlikely’, creating a 
constant tension between the real and 
the unreal - or between the ‘normal’ and 
the ‘completely distorted’ as Kagel put it, 
regarding his own work. 

Cat’s-Eye was Sawer’s fi rst published 
ensemble piece. In it, he sets up a dialectic 
that plays out on many levels through 
constant association and dissociation: 
instruments are brought together – 
often in pairs – then pulled apart or 
pitted against others; their material is a 

succession of striking contrasts featuring 
nervy, sometimes fl uttering, repeated 
chromatic fi gures and dissonant sustained 
chords, interrupted by violent outbursts 
or silences in which the players freeze 
position. At times, a player will hold a single 
note before passing it to another while the 
rest of the ensemble prowls about them. 
Chords are often repeated at different 
dynamics, creating a push me-pull you 
momentum.

Like the instrumentation, the musicians’ 
placement is unusual. Eight, virtuoso 
players are arranged in a semi-circle either 
side of a piano and harp: to the left of the 
conductor are viola, clarinet/bass clarinet 
and trumpet. To the right, a corresponding 
cello, second clarinet/bass clarinet and 
trombone create opportunities for hocket-
tandem interplay across the platform. Over 
three decades after its fi rst performance 
the piece remains freshly inventive, while 
Sawer’s programme note draws attention 
to what’s proved an ongoing interest in the 
relationships between nature and artifi ce, 
the fantastical and the mundane, organic 
life and machine:

‘The fantascope, a projector designed 
by E. G. Robertson (Paris 1798) brought 
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Its music is so viscerally suggestive as to 
render the characters monstrously present 
regardless, and the story disturbingly 
super-real. 

Sawer describes Rumpelstiltskin as ‘a 
grotesque fable for our times’. He leaves 
it to us to ponder the modern-day 
resonances of this dark tale of greed, 
deceit, cruelty and abuse, while evoking 
the characters and story with alchemical 
skill. Registral extremes, unorthodox 
instrumental colours and precisely 
calibrated rhythmic and motivic devices 
are rendered utterly direct through the 
tightest, sparest of structures.

Eight scenes in the ballet become six in the 
Suite:

I. The Idle Boast
II. Straw into Gold
III. Wedding and Coronation
IV. Guessing Games
V. Rumpelstiltskin Alone
VI. Rumpelstiltskin’s Last Dance 

With goblin-clumsy tuba, mocking double 
bass and biting, bitonal upper woodwind 
(piccolo is added to the Suite score), 
Rumpelstiltskin, the King, the Miller and 
his daughter come alive in a mosaic of 

lop-sided syncopations, eye-widening 
intervallic leaps and menacingly cheery 
tunes. The sheer delicacy and spaciousness 
of the scoring is itself a spinning into 
gold that traces with deadly accuracy 
the characters’ delusions and moral 
ghastliness. 

Apparently simple motifs are repeated, 
displaced and counterposed, while 
the actual transformation of the straw 
is depicted with a balefully glittering 
combination of harp and strings. No 
percussion is used, yet the wedding and 
coronation ring as if with bells thanks to an 
ingenious use of high woodwind, echoed by 
brass a tritone distant before an organ-like 
chorale of clarinets, bassoon and double 
bass introduces a mournful horn solo.

Such ploys as these turn the instruments 
into theatrical characters – but they 
also challenge our expectations of the 
instruments’ musical characters. Deft use 
of unison, for example, might lend an odd 
sonic edge to a line before it splits in two 
with a contrary motion scale or arpeggio, 
only to repeat or give way to a jaunty danse 
macabre. In this way, Sawer puts music at 
the very heart of his theatrical vision and 
vice versa.
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central paradox – concerning a novel that 
runs backwards in time – is adroitly fi ltered 
through Sawer’s balletic imagination.

The publisher note tells us, ‘Composer 
and choreographer agreed that both the 
structure of the music and the dance 
movements would be built through the 
key elements of variation, repetition and 
development.’ These are wonderfully 
transparent in the score, which transforms 
whimsically repeating, ascending melodies 
into intricate textures. Juxtaposed with 
more assertive – sometimes aggressive – 
material these mutate through long-
ranged crescendoes to climaxes which are 
deconstructed and remade.

Borges quotes his author as saying, ‘I have 
reclaimed for this novel [April March] … 
the essential features of every game: 
the symmetry, the arbitrary laws, the 
tedium.’ Sawer incorporates these into 
his music with subtle wit – and there are 
many retrograde and other ‘time’ devices 
to enjoy as we hear the past through the 
present and vice versa. 

But perhaps a deeper point about his 
score – which moves it beyond Borges’ 
story – is that music is an art of time, yet 

reveals time to be perceptually impossible 
to invert. We cannot ‘un-hear’, for example, 
the winding viola tune at the start whose 
tendrils coil and uncoil through the piece. 
Ultimately, it’s the quietly extraordinary 
way in which Sawer handles this and other 
such paradoxes throughout his oeuvre 
that confi rms him as one of contemporary 
music’s most inventive and thoughtful 
navigators of the unexpected.

April\March was co-commissioned by BBC Radio 3 
and the Royal Philharmonic Society Drummond 
Fund and fi rst performed by the London Sinfonietta, 
conducted by Andrew Gourlay, at the BBC Proms, 
Roundhouse, London, 20 August 2016.

© Steph Power 2019

the optical tricks of the magic lanterns 
to their most spectacular; his evenings of 
fantasmagoria shocked audiences with 
fantastic images of spirits and demons.

A simple device within the fantascope, 
called “l’oeil-de-chat”, hence my title, 
caused these images to appear and 
disappear: as the eye closed, the source 
of light was extinguished; as it opened, it 
was increased – this could happen both 
fast and slowly. The whole contraption was 
mounted on wheels, allowing the projected 
image to grow larger or smaller as it 
moved away from or towards the screen. 
I can imagine the thing was not averse to 
breaking down.’

Cat’s-Eye was commissioned by MusICA 
and fi rst performed by Lontano, conducted by 
Odaline de la Martinez, at ICA, London, 
20 July 1986.

April\March (2016)

Time is key to Sawer’s music on many 
levels. It’s the precision of his timing, 
for instance, allied with an instinct for 
structural proportion and elegance, that 
enables him to explore oppositional 
tensions with such verve. Boldness and 
clarity of texture, surprise, economy of 

expression and an ear for the catchily 
skew-whiff combine in ways that see-saw 
between equilibrium and dis-equilibrium 
while always remaining cogent and direct. 

Similarly, in stylistic terms, Sawer could be 
described as a modernist with distinctly 
post-modernist – or post-structuralist – 
leanings. He neither lauds nor rejects the 
past, but typically engages it in dialogue, 
fi ltering so-called art and popular idioms 
through an astringent, sometimes very 
dissonant and kaleidoscopic tonality. 

Past and present take on a deeper 
signifi cance still in April\March, whose 
title – with its enigmatic backslash and 
back-to-front calendar – points to a 
reversal in time. It’s inspired by the title of 
an imaginary novel by an imaginary writer, 
the subject of Jorge Luis Borges’ short 
story, ‘A Survey of the Works of Herbert 
Quain’.

Playfully metaphysical, the story suggests 
a kind of parody within a parody, with 
perhaps Borges himself the narrator-
critic behind the narrator-critic – and 
simultaneously the post-mortem subject of 
that character’s deliberations. Either way, 
the brilliant concision of the writing and its 

8 9
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Byrnan Wood NMC D028
BBCSO /Sir Andrew Davis conductor

From Morning to Midnight NMC D116
BBCSO/Martyn Brabbins conductor 
BCMG/Susanna Mälkki conductor

Bronze and Iron NMC DL201414
Onyx Brass

Spectrum NMC D057
featuring David Sawer’s Diversion
Thalia Myers piano

Bright Future NMC D080
featuring David Sawer’s Riddle
Schubert Ensemble

The NMC Songbook NMC D150
featuring David Sawer’s The Source
Claire Booth soprano | Susan Bickley mezzo-
soprano |  Owen Gunnell tubular bells

Objects at an Exhibition NMC D215
featuring David Sawer’s Coachman Chronos
Aurora Orchestra/Nicholas Collon conductor

DAVID SAWER ON NMCNoted for its precision and purity of vision, 
London-based composer David Sawer’s 
music is regularly heard in concert halls 
and opera houses throughout the UK and 
Europe. He has received commissions 
from the BBC Proms, English National 
Opera, Royal Danish Opera, Opera 
North, Garsington Opera, Bregenz 
Festival, Cheltenham Festival, BBC 
Symphony Orchestra, London Sinfonietta, 
Birmingham Contemporary Music Group 
and ensemble musikFabrik.

Major orchestral works include the 
scores Byrnan Wood, the greatest happiness 
principle, Flesh and Blood, the ballets 
Rumpelstiltskin and Cat’s-Eye, and April\
March, which was subsequently set as a 
new dance work by Aletta Collins for the 
Royal Ballet. He has also written a large 
body of chamber and vocal music, and 
several of his works have been released by 
NMC Recordings.

Drama, or a fascination with theatrical 
possibilities, is present in many of his 
works, and he has written a number 
of scores for the theatre and for radio. 
Operas include From Morning to Midnight 
which received an Olivier Award 
nomination for Outstanding Achievement 

in Opera, Skin Deep with librettist Armando 
Iannucci, and The Skating Rink, which 
premiered at Garsington Opera to critical 
acclaim.

Sawer studied at the University of York 
and in Cologne with Mauricio Kagel; he 
has been awarded the Fulbright-Chester-
Schirmer Fellowship in Composition, a 
Paul Hamlyn Foundation Award and the 
Arts Foundation’s Composer Fellowship. 
Since 2008, he has been a  Professor of 
Composition  at the Royal Academy of 
Music.

He is published by Universal Edition and 
Edition Peters.

Information about the artists on this disc 

can be found on NMC’s website:

www.nmcrec.co.uk
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More than just a record label, NMC 

always strives to go further in reaching 

new audiences and nurturing the 

next generation of listeners, and our 

expanding education work encourages 

school children to explore music from 

our extensive back catalogue through 

free online resources. 

Your support as a customer is vital 

to us, and enables us to make new 

music accessible to the widest possible 

audience worldwide. However, sales and earnings from our 

recordings only fund a small proportion 

of our work each year.

The generous support of our Friends 

and individual donors ensures we can 

keep releasing essential recordings like 

this one. There are many ways you can 

support our work, and if you would like 

to know more, please visit: 

www.nmcrec.co.uk/support-us.
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OF OUR
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THROUGH
DONATIONS AND GRANTS

TO FULFIL OUR ARTISTIC VISION
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17%
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THANK YOU SUPPORT 
NMC RECORDINGS
As a registered charity (no. 328052) NMC holds 
a distinctive position in the recording industry, 
providing public benefi t through the contribution 
our work makes to enriching cultural life. 

Becoming a Friend of NMC allows you to 

support the most exciting new music from the 

British Isles and helps secure NMC’s future. We 

provide a range of opportunities for our donors 

to see behind the scenes of the organisation 

and the music we release.

Friends (£50 - £99 per year) receive a quarterly 
newsletter, updates on future releases, plus invites 
to special events.  

Benefactors (£100 - £249) also enjoy a 25% 
discount in our online store, a CD booklet credit, 
and invitations to recording sessions.

Principal Benefactors (£250 - £499) also enjoy an 
invitation to our annual composer gathering.

Ambassadors (£500 - £999) also enjoy invitations 
to intimate, exclusive events with the NMC team, 
composers and artists.

Joining the Producer’s Circle (£1,000+) allows you 
to take your support of NMC further and have a 
closer association with our work, through a deeper 
insight into the projects we put together and the 
artists we work with.

You can also support NMC with a one-off donation, 
by becoming a Corporate Friend (£500+ per year) 
and by leaving a gift in your will. 

Please visit www.nmcrec.co.uk/support-us, 
email development@nmcrec.co.uk, 
or call 020 3022 5888 for more information.
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