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1 Mills Mess 4’37

 Royal Academy of Music Manson Ensemble · Oliver Knussen conductor

2 Frigates & Folly 15’38

 BBC Concert Orchestra · Crouch End Festival Chorus · David Temple conductor

 Divertimento 

 Britten Sinfonia

3 I. Scherzo 2’44

4 II. Fantasia 1’36

5 III. Passacaglia 6’58

6 Moby Dick 9’11

 London Sinfonietta · Garry Walker conductor 

 Speaking of Letters and Dancing 

 Loki Ensemble · Rosie Middleton mezzo soprano · Daniele Rosina conductor

7 I. A Letter 3’11

8 II. Dancing 2’57

9 III. Summer Night 4’11

bl Slink & Stride 3’33

 Psappha

bm Antiarkie 9’33

 BBC Symphony Orchestra · Pierre-André Valade conductor

 Total timing 64’09
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‘Playfulness invites an openness to all that 

surrounds oneself, allowing for the possibility to 

not only delight in new discoveries, but to also 

ask questions of those things one so readily 

takes for granted’. Ryan Latimer’s artistic credo 

gives the listener an insight into the character 

of his compositions, which are strikingly broad-

based and embrace music in all its forms. 

Nothing is off-limits, everything grist to the mill 

for his creative drive, wry humour and searching 

interrogations and perceptions of the world 

around us. His particular interest in the notion 

of creative ‘play’ brings, for him, a vital sense 

of perspective and proportion. Musical 

memories and infl uences, both old and new, 

are woven into the very fabric of his scores, 

resonating close to the musical surface, and 

individual characteristics of these impressions 

and stimuli are exploited or confounded by 

joyfully bringing them together. Playfulness, in 

his view, reveals ‘that which is truly important 

(and unimportant)’ in his life and work. 

Signifi cantly, several works or individual 

movements in his output are avowedly scherzo-

like in character and many assume the basic 

form, albeit variously modifi ed, of a rondo, the 

structure favoured by so many composers for 

some of their most spirited and variegated 

material.

Commissioned by the Royal Academy of 

Music, Mills Mess, for large ensemble (2015) 

was fi rst performed in January 2015 by the 

Manson Ensemble, the RAM’s contemporary 

music student ensemble, conducted by Oliver 

Knussen. The work takes its title from a popular 

juggling pattern, developed by Steve Mills in the 

1970s, and noted for its visual discontinuity 

and practical complexity. Latimer’s bright and 

lively tribute seeks to capture the essence of 

these intricate, weaving gestures with fractured 

and hocketing basslines, rhythmic syncopation, 

cascading fl ourishes and a discontinuous form, 

as well as a raw exuberance in the material 

itself. As an amateur juggler himself, the 

composer was keen to underline the physical 

prowess involved in the process, and not just 

the eye-catching legerdemain. Abrupt, twitchy 

changes of mood and rhythm convey the 

heightened precariousness of the undertaking 

and several fl amboyant gestures and 

embellishments, frequently in the ensemble’s 

upper range, divert the listener. Yet the 

score’s formal balance and carefully weighted 

juxtapositions of recurring episodes refl ects the 

artistry and judgement, as well as the sheer, 

crowd-pleasing fl air involved in a satisfying 

juggling display.

Frigates & Folly, for orchestra and chorus 

(2018) was commissioned by Crouch End 

Festival Chorus, who fi rst performed it with 

the BBC Concert Orchestra at the Barbican 

Hall, London in October 2018. The work is a 

tribute to the character of Stubb from Herman 

Melville’s classic 1851 novel Moby-Dick. 

Extracted and adapted by the composer 

himself, the selected texts focus on the 

tragically optimistic life of the ship’s pipe-

smoking Second Mate. They include a silly 

ditty making light of a looming typhoon, a 

surreal dream scene involving a badger-haired 

merman imparting important life lessons, a 

drinking song and a depiction of the steadfast 

sun amidst the chaos of the cosmos. For 

Latimer, Stubb, with his ‘invulnerable jollity 

of indifference and recklessness’ offers more 

than simple comic relief and constitutes a 

symbol of resilience, playfulness and joy in 

the face of all that is doom-fated. The use of 

parody, a confounding of established forms 

and stylistic transgressions all convey Stubb’s 

playful cynicism and whimsy. Margaret Drabble 

once described Melville’s masterpiece as being 

‘full of wild hope’ and some of that stirring 

fervour impels Latimer’s irrepressible musical 

character study. 

Divertimento was written in 2013 and 

premiered in April of that year at Wigmore 

Hall, performed by the Britten Sinfonia. The 

music’s character is shaped by the forces 

for which it was written – oboe, harp, two 

violins, viola, and cello.  Latimer treats this 

group as a meta-ensemble, incorporating and 

deconstructing such time-honoured genres 

as string quartet, oboe quartet and harp trio. 

The resultant tensions and contrasts between 

familiar and unfamiliar groupings are exploited 

throughout, and there are also moments of 

‘stylistic slippage’ with glimpses of, for example, 

fl orid, baroque-inspired fantasias, modernist 

violin gestures, and deconstructed quotes 

from Mozart’s Oboe Quartet in F major, K.370.  

The opening Scherzo’s recurring fi gurations 

generate a mechanical impetus, while the 

central Fantasia is slightly manic in its ornate 

effusions. The concluding Passacaglia’s 

hypnotic tread, with chiming ankle bells and 

thudding harp clusters, together with vibrato-

less, viol-like strings, bowing near the bridge, 

casts a timeless, otherworldly thrall. The title of 

this piece, connoting an amusing pastime, goes 

to the very heart of Ryan Latimer’s deep-rooted 

passion for playfulness. 
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Moby Dick, for large ensemble (2014) was 

composed for the London Sinfonietta as part 

of the ‘Next Wave’ programme, established 

by NMC and Sound and Music. Rather than 

offering a detailed programmatic representation 

of Melville’s novel, Latimer seizes upon 

the narrative’s compelling digressions and 

moments of play and harnesses these 

discursive elements to create an authentic 

soundscape with its own integrity and internal 

logic. In the faster sections, trumpet fanfares 

and gliding trombones whip up excitement, 

while, in the more measured central episode, 

an accordion unfolds a fervent chorale, like a 

transfi gured sea shanty on a rusty squeezebox.  

In this sharp and witty musical tribute, we may 

sense, at various points, the ‘sweet mystery’ 

of the sea, its ‘gently awful stirrings’ and the 

‘hidden soul beneath’.  

Speaking of Letters and Dancing (2018) is a 

setting for mezzo-soprano and small ensemble 

of three short poems exploring the effect 

distance and proximity can have in personal 

relationships. A Letter by Polish poet and 

playwright, Maria Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska, 

expresses feelings of anticipation and 

anxiousness when receiving a long-awaited 

letter from a loved one, with unexpectedly 

heart-breaking consequences. Latimer’s subtly 

responsive treatment of the text evolves from 

initial delicacy and apprehension to a more 

spirited approach, ending in a highly charged 

instrumental coda. Dancing, by the same poet, 

celebrates the intimacy and joy of dancing 

with others; Latimer’s relaxed setting begins 

sensuously but is eventually beguiled by a 

catchy, undulating tune of airy simplicity. The 

fi nal hushed and radiant musical realisation 

of Japanese poet Kobayashi Issa’s refi ned, 

compact poem Summer Night depicts an 

evening so still that even the stars, galaxies 

apart, might whisper intimately to each other.  

This thoughtful set of songs was premiered at 

the University of Birmingham’s Elgar Concert 

Hall in 2018 by the newly formed ensemble 

Loki and conductor Daniele Rosina.

Scored for piano and percussion, Slink & 
Stride (2019) incorporates a miscellany of tiny, 

naive tunes and motifs that are continuously 

jostling, reanimating and playfully shifting the 

sense of movement. The piece intersperses 

an insouciant principal melody, illuminated by 

vibraphone phrases, with rowdier passages 

for piano stomping in its lower register, later 

reinforced by bass drum, which serve as a 

reminder that games can be rough as well as 

innocent. The pace slackens in the fi nal bars, 

the two protagonists all played out. Slink & 

Stride was composed as part of the Psappha’s 

‘Composing for...’ programme for pianist Ben 

Powell and percussionist Tim Williams, who fi rst 

performed it in May 2021 at Hallé St Peter’s, 

Manchester. 

Latimer’s earliest experience of hearing 

orchestral music was through cartoon 

soundtracks and the disruptive, frenetic, 

irreverent, and discontinuous nature of this 

genre remains a signifi cant element in his 

own work. Antiarkie (2016) is both a homage 

to, and a commentary on, this rich, potent 

music, which itself often salutes other musical 

styles. The title refers to the composer, Scott 

Bradley, famous for his exuberant Tom and 

Jerry scores, who despite being from Arkansas, 

was careful to point out he was not in fact an 

‘Arkie’—a diminutive term for a migrant worker 

from the state. Antiarkie is a fi ne example 

of Latimer’s preoccupation with ‘musical 

caricature’, illustrated through the innovative 

re-appropriation of notable themes, motifs and 

comedic devices taken from existing cartoon 

scores. His incident-packed musical narrative 

also features several slapstick gestures, with 

growling trombone slides, ill-timed timpani 

blows and a clattering range of percussion, 

including whistles and scrap metal; at several 

points in the score, players of squeaky toys, 

a metal bar, cowbells, a ratchet, small gongs 

and a fl exitone are instructed to ‘improvise 

a wild and irregular chaos’. Just as cartoon 

soundtracks voraciously appropriate diverse 

pre-existing musics, so Antiarkie fl eetingly 

references, to these ears at least, a wide range 

of sources, from the insistent rhythm of the fi rst 

movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony 

and the wide-open spaces of Copland’s ballets 

to, in a brief moment of uneasy repose, the 

pastoral, mountaintop vistas in Mahler’s Sixth 

Symphony, while the manically bravura closing 

pages evoke the massive, mesmeric harmonic 

shifts of a Michael Nyman fi lm score. With 

all the assurance of a natural eclectic, Ryan 

Latimer succeeds in weaving all his magpie 

allusions, amalgamations and mashups into an 

entirely characteristic and convincing personal 

statement. Antiarkie was written as part of 

the composer’s year-long collaborative 

residency with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, 

who premiered the piece with conductor 

Pierre-André Valade at Maida Vale Studios 

in March 2016.

© 2021 Paul Conway
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Ryan Latimer is a British composer whose 

music has been described as “anarchic and 

cartoonishly fun” (BBC Radio 3), “deliciously 

playful” (Classical Music Magazine) and 

“irresistible in its tongue-in-cheek irreverence” 

(ISCM). His work has been performed 

internationally by leading ensembles including 

the London Symphony Orchestra, City of 

Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, China 

National Symphony Orchestra, BBC Concert 

Orchestra, London Sinfonietta, Psappha and 

Britten Sinfonia. 

Ryan’s orchestral work Antiarkie, composed 

for the BBC Symphony Orchestra in 2016, was 

broadcast on BBC Radio 3 and subsequently 

featured during the ISCM World Music Days 

festival, in Beijing. In 2020, the work received 

its third performance by the St Petersburg 

Symphony Orchestra at the prestigious 

Shostakovich Grand Hall, in Russia. 

He is a regular collaborator with the 

contemporary dance group, Cohan Collective, 

and has worked closely with New York-based 

choreographer Jacqueline Bulnes and Phoenix 

Dance Theatre’s Artistic Director, Dane Hurst. In 

2014, Ryan composed and co-directed his fi rst 

chamber opera, Three Tall Tales of Dr Monsieur 

Façade. This interdisciplinary work, composed 

for ensemble, singers, actors and mimes, was 

developed in collaboration with dramaturges 

and performers from Warszawskie Centrum 

Pantomimy in Poland. 

Many of his solo and chamber works have also 

featured at renowned international festivals, 

including Darmstädter Ferienkurse (Germany), 

Gaudeamus Musiekweek (Netherlands), 

Huddersfi eld Contemporary Music Festival (UK), 

Druskomanija (Lithuania), Aldeburgh Festival 

(UK) and Haapvavesi Folk Festival (Latvia).

www.ryanlatimer.com

© 2021 Ryan Latimer

Recording Speaking of 
Letters and Dancing at 
Elgar Concert Hall, 
University of Birmingham 
© Ryan Latimer 

Shells, Whisk, Nuts and Bolts 
for Percussion in Moby Dick 

© Ryan Latimer 
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Speaking of Letters and Dancing

I. A Letter
Text by Maria Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska (1926)
Translation by Barbara Bogoczek & Tony Howard

Someone got a letter. Someone’s heart races.

Apple trees are in blossom, she’ll read it there.

She reads, clasps her hand to her throat, loses

her footing, and she drowns in air.

II. Dancing
Text by Maria Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska (1927)
Translation by Barbara Bogoczek & Tony Howard
Adapted by Ryan Latimer

amongst monkeys leaping around

 as monkeys do

in a crowd of cows and bears 

 amongst the squeaks and roars

we like adam and eve drunk on paradise still

hug each other tight on the dance fl oor

III. Summer Night
Text by Kobayashi Issa (c. 1800)
Translation by Robert Haas

 Summer night —

even the stars

 are whispering to each other.

I. Oh, Jolly is the Gale
STUBB: Oh! jolly is the gale,

 And a joker is the whale,

 A’ fl ourishin’ his tail, —

Such a funny, sporty, gamy, jesty, joky, hoky-poky lad,  

 is the Ocean, oh!

 Thunder splits the ships,

 But he only smacks his lips,

 A tastin’ of this fl ip, —

Such a funny, sporty, gamy, jesty, joky, hoky-poky lad,

 is the Ocean, oh!

STARBUCK: Avast Stubb! ... Let the Typhoon sing, and

strike his harp here in our rigging; but if thou art a

brave man thou wilt hold thy peace.

STUBB: But I am not a brave man; never said I was a

brave man; I am a coward; and I sing to keep up my

spirits. And I tell you what it is, Mr. Starbuck, there’s 

no way to stop my singing in this world but to cut my

throat. And when that’s done, ten to one I sing ye the

doxology for a wind-up.

Frigates & Folly
Text by Herman Melville, from Moby-Dick (1851)
Words of the character Stubb, the ship's Second Mate. 
Extracted and adapted by Ryan Latimer

II. In Old England
BADGER-HAIRED OLD MERMAN IN 

STUBB’S DREAM:

In old England the greatest lords think it great 

glory to be slapped by a queen, and made garter-

knights of; but, be your boast, Stubb, that ye were 

kicked by old Ahab, and made a wise man of. 

Remember what I say; be kicked by him; account 

his kicks honours; and on no account kick back; 

for you can’t help yourself, wise Stubb.

III. The Final Consequence
Ha! ha! ha! ha! hem! clear my throat!

I’ve been thinking over it ever since, and that ha, 

ha’s the fi nal consequence.

Why so?

I know not all that may be coming, but be it what 

it will, I’ll go to it laughing. Fa, la! lirra, skirra!

 

We’ll drink to-night with hearts as light,

To love, as gay and fl eeting

As bubbles that swim, 

on the beaker’s brim,

And break on the lips while meeting.

IV. Oh, Jolly is the Word of Aye
Cancer the Crab drags us back here.

Scorpio stings us in the rear.

Capricornus, full tilt, he comes rushing and 

headlong we are tossed.

Aquarius pours out his deluge and drowns us; 

and to wind up with Pisces, or the fi shes, we sleep.

There’s a sermon now, writ in high heaven, and the 

sun goes through it every day and yet comes out of 

it all alive and hearty. Jollily he, aloft there, wheels 

through toil and trouble; and so, alow here, does 

jolly Stubb. Oh, jolly is the word for aye!

Frigates & Folly Rehearsal at Maida Vale Studio with 
BBC Concert Orchestra, Crouch End Festival Chorus 
and David Temple © Ryan Latimer 

Summer Night - Robert Hass, trans. The Essential 
Haiku: Versions of Basho, Buson and Issa 
(Bloodaxe Books, 2013)

Reproduced with permission of Bloodaxe Books.
www.bloodaxebooks.com
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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 Britain and Ireland 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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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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