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Kaleidoscope  1983

The title refers to the effect produced by tiny motivic fragments which make up the 

work. These are repeated over and over, transformed through being placed in a different 

context each time. I chose the two pairs of instruments for their strongly contrasted 

character, as I have always been interested in the drama of opposites. The ‘cool’ fl ute 

and passionate cello provide the lyrical melodic element and the gentle harp and 

agile vibraphone the harmonic and colouristic one, though sometimes these roles are 

reversed. 

This work won the 1983 Finzi Award and was fi rst performed in the New MacNaghten 

Transatlantic Connections series, by the Endymion Ensemble.

© Erika Fox 2019
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1 Paths Where The Mourners Tread 23’07
 Goldfi eld Ensemble • Richard Baker conductor

Nicola Goldscheider violin · Bridget Carey viola · Sophie Harris cello · Elena Hull double bass · Hugh Webb harp  

Carla Rees fl utes · Anna Durance oboe/cor anglais · George Barton percussion

2 Quasi Una Cadenza 13’39
 Goldfi eld Ensemble 
 Kate Romano clarinets · Ben Goldscheider horn · Richard Uttley piano

3 On Visiting Stravinsky’s Grave at San Michele  12’35
 Richard Uttley piano

 Malinconia Militaire  
4 I. 1st Movement 4’04

5 II. 2nd Movement 3’22

6 III. 3rd Movement 3’15

7 IV. 4th Movement (‘Poem’) 3’26
 Goldfi eld Ensemble 
 Nicola Goldscheider violin · Bridget Carey viola · Sophie Harris cello · Richard Uttley piano

 Café Warsaw 1944  
8 I. Prologue 3’17

9 II. Lament 2’36

bl III. Scherzo 2’42

bm IV. Lament II & Coda 4’11
 Goldfi eld Ensemble • Richard Baker conductor

Nicola Goldscheider violin · Sophie Harris cello ·  Carla Rees fl utes · Anna Durance oboe/cor anglais 

Kate Romano clarinets · Richard Uttley  piano · George Barton percussion

 Total timing 76’32

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

ERIKA FOX

photo © Tim Fox
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‘Do you know the music of Erika Fox?’ 

Nicola LeFanu asked me. It was a 

November evening in 2016 and we were 

listening to Nicola’s ‘Inspiring Women 

in Music’ essay on BBC Radio 3. Nicola 

mentioned Erika on air and I admitted I 

didn’t know her music at all. ‘You should’ 

she continued, ‘you’d like it’.   

Back home, I googled. I found nothing but 

a short list of works via the old Society 

for the Promotion of New Music (SPNM). 

Out of sheer curiosity and impulsiveness 

I picked up the phone and rang Erika; 

the wonderfully strong, quick-witted, 

articulate and chatty voice on the line 

belied her 79 years. And Erika told me 

about herself. 

She was born in Vienna in 1936 and 

came to England at the age of 2 as a 

war refugee. She grew up in a Hasidic 

rabbinical family, where music, dancing, 

rituals and a belief in miracles were part 

of daily life. She loves theatre, literature, 

poetry and art. An avid concert-goer (she 

can often be found at London’s Wigmore 

Hall), she also craves solitude and 

composes at her cottage in Wales. She is 

generous towards fellow composers and 

speaks with great regard and tenderness 

for her teacher, the late Jeremy Dale 

Roberts. 

In the 1970s, Erika was actively involved 

with the Fires of London, the Nash 

Ensemble, Dartington and SPNM. 

Between 1974 and 1994 her works 

were regularly performed at London’s 

Southbank Centre, at major festivals and 

were regularly broadcast in the UK and 

abroad. Her large ensemble masterpiece 

Shir which Nicola Losseff describes as 

‘consumed with a fi erce, internalised 
anger and passion, expressed in tightly-
controlled climaxes which erupt into 
chant-like passages’ was featured 

on Channel 4 Television. Her puppet 

music-drama The Bet received over 100 

performances following a premiere at the 

Purcell Room, London. Kaleidoscope won 

the 1983 Finzi Award and The Dancer 
Hotoke (chamber opera) was nominated 

for an Olivier Award. In 1990 Erika 

accompanied John Cage to Paris and 

Strasbourg and took part in his Europeras 
1 and 2. Like many composers, she also 

taught, including a young Thomas Adès at 

the Guildhall School Junior Department.  

Composer profi le by Kate Romano (Artistic Director, Goldfi eld Productions) And then, it all just seemed to stop. 

I was puzzled and intrigued and most of 

all, keen to hear the music. But at this 

point, the only way to hear Erika’s music 

was to go to her West London house and 

listen to it. So I did. We pored over large 

handwritten scores as Erika rummaged 

in boxes for archive cassette recordings 

taken from live concerts and BBC Radio 3 

sessions in the 70s, 80s and 90s. Fox 

has a catalogue of 52 works and almost 

all of them are theatrical in some way. 

Stage directions in the chamber works 

are plentiful, such as the ‘sombrely 
dressed percussionists’ who take ‘stately 
steps’ (Lamentations for Four, 1973), a 

violin octet who circle around the violas 

and cellos (Round for Fourteen Strings, 

1972) or elements of ritual such as the 

shamanistic role of the percussion in 

many of her works. 

It is incredibly rare to stumble across a 

virtually unknown or forgotten composer 

whose music genuinely excites and 

delivers, piece after piece. Erika Fox’s 

language is bold, feisty, uncompromising 

and astonishingly fresh. A highly 

distinctive style has emerged from a 

childhood suffused with music of Eastern 

European origin. Hasidic music, liturgical 

chant embellished with heterophony 

mingle with modal ancient melodic 

lines reminiscent of Eastern European 

folk music. She is a composer who is 

constantly energised by sound and its 

inexhaustible possibilities. At her house, 

I listened to her music with a growing 

thrill and sense of discovering something 

important and exciting.  

So why is Erika Fox’s music so little 

known? Lack of a publisher, family 

commitments, opportunities closed to 

her due to her age (she didn’t write her 

fi rst ‘serious’ piece until she was 30) … 

but mostly Erika will shrug and say ‘I just 
don’t know …’ We are delighted to bring 

her music to a new audience on this fi rst 

commercial album and have selected 

six chamber pieces spanning a 25 year 

period (1980 - 2005). They represent the 

depth and scope of Fox’s music and are 

a fi ne introduction to her extraordinary 

musical imagination. 

We rehearsed with Erika late in 2018, 

becoming gradually more familiar with 

her language. As the performances 

took shape, new surprises emerged. For 

example, there is very little conventional 
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development in her music. Often, 

the ‘argument’ takes place within a 

single line; the linear journey is quickly 

completed and a new one begins. Don’t 

listen for things to come back – they 

won’t. Or, if they do, they come back 

as collapsed fragments, intricately 

woven into an ever-changing tapestry 

of sonorities. It is inward-reaching 

music, like a series of ever-decreasing 

spirals that feels both alien and utterly 

compelling. Erika Fox agrees that the self-

contained lines are closely connected to 

the wordless chants of the Hasidic rabbis.

As we worked, I recalled Erika’s affection 

for the wonderful stories of Isaac 

Bashevis Singer; she had generously sent 

me some of his books. Singer wrote in 

his native Yiddish, a language so little 

known that almost all his work exists 

only in translation. He also wrote of a 

vanished world – the shtetl, the small 

towns with large Jewish communities in 

Eastern Europe before the Holocaust. 

Fox turned directly to Singer for her fi rst 

music-theatre work (The Slaughterer 
1975) but was there perhaps something 

of Singer’s tiny, esoteric existence in all of 

her music? 

‘Yes, my music is rather like that’, 
she said, drawing a parallel with her 

own upbringing. ‘I have always been 
interested in theatre and ritual, as a 
means of containing human drama 
within boundaries. Since my music 
owes almost nothing to Western musical 
tradition, and almost everything to my 
childhood memories of Jewish Liturgical 
chant and fragments of Hasidic melody, 
there is no harmonic development 
as such, rather single melodic lines, 
often in heterophony, held together by 
dint of varied repetition, and moulded, 
sometimes by use of percussion, 
to provide a ritualistic and perhaps 
theatrical whole. But it’s also true that 
whilst Singer did write in an esoteric 
language, he won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1978 which is indicative of 
how humanly and permanently universal 
his stories are. The language of music 
should also be universal.’ 

And perhaps there is a further similarity; 

Fox describes the ideas she hears in 

her head as ‘foreign to performers, 
though I myself did not recognize their 
foreignness’. Has her music had to 

undergo a sort of translation, like Singer’s 

stories, into a form where it could be 

universally understood by performers and 

audiences? Her early attempts at notating 

her music were (in her own words) 

‘over-complex’ but she later developed 

a semi-spatial notation that pares down 

her music to the bare essentials. In Fox’s 

music, everything is tightly conceived – 

not a single note is superfl uous – fused 

in a total landscape of theatre, ritual and 

drama. It’s a language that seems to shift 

between ethereal dreamlike beauty and 

a strident visceral urgency that demands 

to be heard. 

© Kate Romano 2019

www.goldfi eldensemble.co.uk

Notes by Erika Fox 

Paths Where The Mourners Tread  1980

This work is dedicated to the New 

Zealand composer Gillian Whitehead, 

who was living with us at the time and 

whose quiet commitment to her music 

I found inspiring; and to the memory of 

my father, with whom she enjoyed an 

affectionate friendship. It was inspired 

by one of the poems in Philip Larkin’s 

collection The North Ship from which its 

title is taken (with thanks to the author 

for his kind permission). 

Each instrument takes the part of 

‘Reciter’ sometimes singly, sometimes 

in pairs or even trios. Thus there is often 

more than one melodic strain present 

at a given time. These are punctuated 

and unifi ed by various repetitive devices 

such as simple percussive rhythms, 

ostinati and humming, giving the piece 

a ritualistic quality. There are three 

‘movements’, or, more accurately, three 

sections of one movement, the fi rst being 

by far the longest. The second and third 

sections follow after a short pause, in 

each case with a continuation of and 

variation on the material last heard. 
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Quasi Una Cadenza  1983

As stated earlier, theatre has always 

been a passion of mine, in all its aspects, 

including the theatricality of performance 

itself. I fi nd virtuosic display fascinating, 

often with an improvisatory quality found 

in the cadenzas of classical concertos. 

This work, then, was an attempt at writing 

a cadenza as the entire piece, with each 

instrument using the whole of its range, 

only coming together on two occasions. 

The fi rst, in a hushed moment of respite, 

part of the way through and then again at 

the very end. 

On Visiting Stravinsky’s Grave at San 
Michele  1988

Stravinsky was the fi rst 20th century 

composer whose work had as immediate 

an impact on me as music of the past. 

Perhaps this is why, when I visited the 

cemetery in San Michele (Venice) where 

his remains lie, I was jolted out of a 

rather long non-creative period. It was 

immediately afterwards that I jotted 

down the somewhat, for me, bold and 

direct ‘theme’ in octaves, with which the 

piece begins, and the rest followed quite 

quickly. 

The piece consists of a number of 

apparently unrelated ideas, starkly 

juxtaposed, which are then ‘clarifi ed’ 

by dint of varying repetition, becoming 

familiar together, so that they no longer 

seem unrelated.

The following lists some of these 

unrelated gestures:

I. The loud octaves already mentioned

II. ‘Oriental’ fragments of melody with a 

repeated-note accompaniment

III. Numerous ostinato fi gures

IV. ‘Stravinskian’ chordal passages

V. Passages where each hand is given 

a separate and opposing role. eg. 

mechanical versus expressive

The work ends with a short ‘reminiscence’ 

from Stravinsky’s Symphony of Psalms 

played in canon. 

Malinconia Militare  2003

This work was commissioned by Howard 

Skempton for the Leamington Festival 

as part of the ‘Vienna in Britain’ theme. 

I was delighted because Vienna is my 

birthplace and was home to my family for 

many years. 

This piano quartet was inspired by a 

poem called ‘Webern Opus 4’ by the 

Italian poet Amelia Rosselli (Rosselli was 

a very musical poet; indeed she studied 

music and was particularly interested 

in the Second Viennese School). I fi rst 

came across her work when reading 

her obituary, written by her friend and 

translator Emmanuela Tandello. What 

particularly struck me was Rosselli’s 

poignant expression of inner confl ict. 

Her poems are tense, with violence 

and lyricism presented together as an 

integral part of the whole structure. As 

my own work has always embraced the 

juxtaposition of opposites I was drawn to 

this quality and hoped perhaps one day to 

set some of her words. 

Rosselli’s poetic response to the beautiful 

Opus 4 songs by Webern is full of 

confl icting emotions; a kind of frenzied 

hurtling into the unknown (perhaps 

death), propelled but at the same time 

held back by the slow beat of the music. 

Like the great Italian writer, chemist and 

Holocaust survivor Primo Levi before her, 

Rosselli committed suicide late in life, 

being perhaps unable to erase memories. 

At the time I was composing this 

piece the war in Iraq was taking place, 

hence the title; Malinconia Militare 

(military melancholy). It is in four 

short movements; the fi rst is a kind of 

introduction to the prevailing mood, 

the second an almost relentless frenzy. 

The third is very dark and juxtaposes 

contrasting and seemingly unrelated 

elements and the fi nal movement, called 

‘poem’, intersperses these ideas with a 

chorale-like melody, which is in almost 

exact rhythmic unison with the poem that 

gives the work its title. 

Café Warsaw 1944  2005

In his poem ‘Café’ (Warsaw, 1944) 

the great Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz 

(1911 – 2004) reminisces about a café 

frequented by friends and colleagues 

before the war, of whom he himself was 

the sole survivor. He imagines going 

in and touching the ‘cold marble’ to 

evoke shadows. It is quite a long poem, 

presenting a terrible, startling and grimly 

ironic contrast between the quick and 

the dead; 

8 9
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Information about the artists on this disc 

can be found on NMC’s website:

www.nmcrec.co.uk

‘They are forever like busts in frock coats 
in some monstrous encyclopaedia […]

[…]

they look at me with a burst of laughter

for I still don’t know what it is to die at the 
hand of man,

they know – they know it well’.*

There are 4 short movements: 

I. Prologue 

II. Lament 

III. Scherzo 

IV. Lament II & Coda.

In my work the percussion could be 

said to ‘lead’ the proceedings, as in a 

kind of ironic fanfare. The ‘whirling’ of 

the waiter’s tray and other moments 

of activity are portrayed by frenzied 

phrases moving in and out of the 

texture, particularly at the end of the 

3rd movement when the violin has a 

frantic but strictly notated passage 

apparently quite unrelated to the rest of 

the movement. Sometimes quiet unison 

chords portray the eerie stillness of the 

dead.

I feel it is worth noting that I agree with 

Stravinsky’s assertion that music does 

not ‘express’ anything outside itself. 

It is an abstract art, speaking its own 

language. My allusion to poetry is simply 

to say what has inspired me. 

© Erika Fox 2019

Erika Fox is supported by PRS Foundation’s 

Composers’ Fund, a new opportunity for 

classical composers with a strong track 

record, supported by the Esmée Fairbairn 

Foundation.

www.erikafox.co.uk

*From The Collected Poems 1931 – 1987 by Czeslaw 

Milosz, translated by Czeslaw Milosz.

Published by Penguin Books

Reprinted by permission of The Random House Group 

Limited. © 1979, 1985

This recording was made in Stapleford Granary, Cambridge on 24, 25 and 27 November 2018

DAVID LEFEBER Recording Engineer & Mastering
KATE ROMANO Producer & Artistic Director for Goldfield Productions 

Cover artwork by Veronica Fox
Bonus track cover by Karl-Friedrich Hohl (iStock)

NMC Recordings is a charitable company (reg. no. 328052) established for the recording of contemporary music by the Holst Foundation; it is grateful 
for funding from Arts Council England and The Delius Trust.

ANNE RUSHTON Executive Director
ELEANOR WILSON General Manager
ALEX WRIGHT Development and Partnerships Manager
LUCILE GASSER Development Assistant
RACHEL WILMOT Label Assistant

COLIN MATTHEWS Executive Producer for NMC
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St Margaret’s House
21 Old Ford Road
Bethnal Green, London, E2 9PL
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Special thanks to PRS Foundation Composers’ Fund, the Ambache Trust, the RVW Trust and 

the Hinrichsen Foundation for their support of this album.

Special thanks to the Association for Cultural Exchange Foundation for the use of Stapleford 

Granary where all six works were recorded on 24, 25 and 27 November 2018. 

Goldfi eld Ensemble, Richard Baker and Erika Fox at recording sessions – photo © David Lefeber

From top left to bottom right: Kate Romano, Richard Uttley, Erika Fox and Ben Goldscheider; 

Richard Baker and Erika Fox; Erika Fox and David Lefeber
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SUPPORT 
NMC RECORDINGS

THANK YOU 

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.

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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