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I am a Londoner, born on 9 March 1943 in Walthamstow and brought up in nearby 

Leytonstone. I have lived in London for most of my life. Being near to Epping Forest as 

a child gave me a sense of closeness to the Essex countryside, and in my early teens I 

developed an intense interest in natural history. Nature and landscape have since become 

important influences on my music; also painting – I draw and paint in an amateur way – 

and literature: my main recreation is reading. Recent pieces have been based on texts by 

Nietzsche, Baudelaire, Edwin Muir, Homer and Shakespeare.

 I began to compose when I was sixteen, at the same time as my brother Colin, and for 

a number of years we were each other’s only teachers, as there was no music at our school. 

I read Classics at Nottingham University, but I was determined to become a professional 

composer, and after leaving university I was helped by Deryck Cooke, whom Colin and I 

had met through our interest in Cooke’s performing version of Mahler’s Tenth Symphony 

(we both helped with the final orchestration). I started working for Faber Music, who are 

now my publishers, and was an assistant to Benjamin Britten for four years. At the same 

time I had composition lessons with Anthony Milner, and unofficial ones with Nicholas 

Maw; later I was much helped by the Australian composer Peter Sculthorpe. I have 

managed to pursue a freelance career without teaching full-time, though I supplement 

my income by editing, orchestrating film music, making arrangements, and writing 

programme notes and reviews. I have also written short books on Tippett and Britten.1  

I was artistic director of the Deal Music Festival for fifteen years, from 1989 to 2003. 

 As a composer I have continued along a path similar to that taken by Tippett and 

Britten: one rooted in the Viennese Classics – Beethoven above all – and also in Mahler, 
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Sibelius and the early twentieth-century modernists. I have always been a tonal composer, 

attempting to integrate the musical language of the present with the past, and to explore the 

rich traditional forms. I retain a firm commitment to a music that is grounded in song and 

dance, and is connected to the vernacular.

  I have now written over 100 works, in almost all musical media except opera – a genre I 

hope to turn to. My interest in traditional forms has led to my composing seven symphonies, 

four symphonic poems, five concertos and twelve string quartets. I enjoy close working 

relationships with a number of prominent musicians, in particular with the leader of the 

Kreutzer Quartet, Peter Sheppard Skaerved, for whom I have written many solo pieces, 

including a cycle of fifteen fugues.2

2 Recently recorded for future release on Toccata Classics.

As the piano was the instrument I learned as a child, I might have been expected to begin 

composing by writing piano pieces, as most composers do. In fact, my first piece was a 

symphony, and my main interests have always been focused on the orchestra and the string 

quartet. For a long time I thought that my own limited playing technique was a barrier to 

writing truly idiomatic piano music (as, for example, that by Chopin, Liszt or Debussy), 

although recently I have become more confident.

 I had been particularly daunted by the idea of writing a piano concerto, but when Gavin 

Henderson suggested a relatively modest concerto for piano and strings for Helen Reid to play 

at the Dartington International Summer School in 2009, I found the idea both possible and 

attractive. In my piece I have avoided the rhetoric and grand scale of the nineteenth-century 

concerto; my piano-writing is more Mozartian in conception. There are, moreover, no big 

cadenzas. 
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 The first movement, Con moto moderato 1, is the largest of the four: it is loosely in 

sonata form, with contrasting first and second subjects, which at their recapitulation are heard 

in combination. The second movement 2 is a tango (marked Tempo di tango energico), one 

of a number I have written over the past two decades. The tango seems to me to be an ideal 

substitute for the Classical minuet: a contemporary dance-form with infectious rhythms, 

capable of much subtle variation. The third movement, a slow blues called ‘Elegy’ and marked 

Largo e mesto 3, was written in memory of Sue Skempton, who died in October 2008 – she 

was the wife of my composer friend Howard Skempton. The finale 4, by contrast, is a 

deliberately light-hearted Allegro con spirito, and its second theme is an attempt at composing 

a ‘big tune’ (though it isn’t big in scale) of a kind thought essential in some of the most popular 

concertos of the past, not without good reason.

       My Piano Sonata, Op. 47, was my first attempt to write a really substantial piece of piano 

music. It was commissioned by, and is dedicated to, William Howard, who gave the first 

performance at the Deal Festival in 1989 – the year I became its Artistic Director. The Sonata 

is a single movement in three continuous sections. The first section, Allegro molto e ritmico 

5, is very fast, with much emphasis on rhythm; but at its central point there is a sudden 

irruption of melody, which then becomes dominant. Eventually the melodic line overflows 

into a three-part slow movement, Andante 6, almost all quiet and lyrical. The third section, 

Allegro 7, begins with a miniature scherzo and trio, rather jazzy in style, before a return to 

the music of the opening and a virtuosic conclusion. 

       My Variations, Op. 72, were also premiered at the Deal Festival, by their dedicatee, Ian 

Fountain, in 1997. My approach to the form in this set of variations on an original theme 

was to respect the basic premise of most Classical and Romantic examples: that the theme 

should be simple and the variations clearly related to it. My theme, though short, has three 

elements: an unaccompanied melody, somewhat folk-like; three chords; and a descending 

phrase followed by a rising one. Most of the variations contain all three elements, though 

a few are concerned only with the first of them. The Allegro theme 8 is followed by 24 

variations in two groups. The first group of fifteen 9– is mostly fast and ends with three 

linked variations – that form the main climax of the piece (I had the image of galloping 



horses in mind). Variation 11 , with its abrupt, isolated staccato chords, is a little homage 

to Variation 13 in Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations – hence the marking Presto ludovicioso. 

The second group of nine –[2] is mostly slow and includes two blues. Variation 23 [1] has 

a somewhat oriental tone, and the final variation [2] is a straightforward harmonisation of 

the theme.

      The Two Dionysus Dithyrambs derive their title from Nietzsche’s last poems, the Dionysos-

Dithyramben, written in 1888, his last year of sanity. No. 2 was composed in 2004 as an 

independent piece, first performed by Noam Greenberg at the opening concert of that year’s 

Tetbury Festival. No. 1 was written in 2007 for Helen Reid as a companion for No. 2 and is 

based on some of its material. 

 The first piece [3] is prefaced by a quotation from Nietzsche’s third Dionysos-Dithyramb, 

‘Die Sonne Sinkt’:

Nothing around me but waves and play.
 Whatever once was hard,
sank into blue oblivion,
my boat now stands idle.

Rings nur Welle und Spiel.

  Was je schwer war,

sank in blaue Vergessenheit,

müssig steht nun mein Kahn.

The mood of the piece reflects these evocative lines, and can be conceived as a meditation on 

the blueness of the sea and the sky. 

      In the summer of 2004, when reading the book Nietzsche in Turin1 by my friend Lesley 

Chamberlain, I was moved by her account of the philosopher’s final days before he descended 

into madness; it inspired me to try to write a piece which would somehow reflect his state 

of mind, struggling to keep hold of some marvellous vision as he collapsed into darkness. In 

his last letter to his composer friend Heinrich Köselitz he wrote: ‘Sing me a new song: the 

world is transfigured and all the heavens are full of joy’.2 This line serves as a motto for the 

second piece [4], in which, at the start and at intervals throughout, a chromatic, dislocated 

right-hand part is in conflict with the stable notes of the harmonic series in the left hand. 

1 Quartet, London, 1996.
2 he Portable Nietzsche, ed. Walter Kaufman, Viking, 1954, p. 685.
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Köselitz wrote of Nietzsche’s piano playing during the early days of his madness: ‘Interwoven 

tones of Tristan-like sensitiveness! Pianissimi alternating with the fanfares of trumpets […] it 

beggars description’.3 Trumpet-like fanfares appear in my piece, as well as two quotations of 

chords from Tristan und Isolde at climactic moments. Dionysus Dithyramb 2 does not end in 

chromatic chaos, but in a sudden, confident assertion of harmonic stability.

        One to Tango [5] is one of seven versions I have made of the fourth movement from my 

Fourth Symphony (1990)4 – the first tango I wrote. This arrangement, like two others, was 

made in 1993. The main tango section is marked ‘slightly manic’, and is frequently disrupted 

by irregular rhythms – it would be hard to dance to. There is a rather languorous trio. The 

repeat of the tango is delayed by repetitions of its initial phrase, like a 78-rpm record stuck in 

its groove. It ends, after a display of irritation, in an unexpected key.

      I first heard Laura Mikkola play at a recital given by the Finnish ambassador in London, 

Pekka Huhtaniemi. I was immediately struck by her exceptional musicality, her virtuosity, and 

the sheer intensity and command of her playing. She is a marvellous exponent of my music 

and I am grateful to her for her commitment to this recording. 

he Finnish pianist Laura Mikkola studied at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki, the Curtis 

Institute of Music in Philadelphia and the School of Music in Bloomington, Indiana. Her 

teachers include Dmitri Bashkirov, Gary Grafman, Murray Perahia, Menahem Pressler, Ferenc 

Rados and Tapani Valsta. She has been the recipient of many awards, including second prize 

and the public prize in the Queen Elisabeth International Piano Competition in Brussels (1995), 

irst prize in the International Unisa Transnet Piano Competition in Pretoria (1994), irst prize 

in the Maj Lind Competition in Helsinki (1992), and irst prize in the Maurice Ravel Piano 

Competition in France (1988). She was awarded the Finland Prize for Young Artist in 1995.

3 Nietzsche in Turin, p. 214.
4 he others, besides the symphonic movement itself, are hree to Tango, Op. 51a, for violin, cello and piano (1991); Four to Tango,  

Op. 51b, for piano quartet (1993); Five to Tango, Op. 51c, for piano quartet and double-bass (1993); hirty to Tango, Op. 51e, for 

symphonic band (1999) and It takes two, Op. 51f, for violin and piano (2006).
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 he orchestras with which she has performed as soloist include the Helsinki Philharmonic, 

Radio Symphony Orchestra of Helsinki, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Mariinsky heatre 

Orchestra, Residentie Orkest, Stuttgart Staatsoper Orchestra, Orchestra of St John’s, Smith 

Square, London, Royal Philharmonic of Flanders, the Liège Philharmonic, Belgian National 

Orchestra, Prague Chamber Orchestra, Virtuosi di Kuhmo, Essen Philharmonic Orchestra, 

Radio Sinfonie Orchester, Frankfurt, Czech Philharmonic, Nagoya Philharmonic Orchestra, 

Egyptian Philharmonic Chamber Orchestra. Among the conductors she has worked with are 

Vladimir Ashkenazy, Pierre Bartholomée, Sergiu Comissiona, Peter Csaba, Mikko Franck, 

Valery Gergiev, Aleksandr Lazarev, Okko Kamu, Jean-Jacques Kantorow, Eri Klas, Hannu 

Lintu, Ahmed El-Saedi, Jukka-Pekka Saraste, Leif Segerstam, John Storgårds and Osmo Vänskä. 

She has given recitals all over Europe, Japan, the United States, in China and in South America. 

Her festival appearances include the Festival International de Colmar, Festival de Música de 

Canarias, the Helsinki Festival, Kuhmo Chamber Music Festival, Savonlinna Opera Festival, 

‘Glories of the Keyboards’ in Manchester, Yokohama International Piano Concert Festival, 

Japan, Sommerliche Musiktage in Hitzacker, Germany, the Lutosławski Festival in Warsaw, 

Oslo Kammermusikfestival; other venues include the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

Tonhalle, Zürich, Château de Bourlingster, Luxembourg, the Châtelet in Paris, Rudolinum 

in Prague, Zipper Hall in Los Angeles, Filharmonia Narodowa in Warsaw. Her debut in the 

Suntory Hall, Tokyo, was in 1995; a Carnegie Hall debut (Weill Recital Hall) followed in 

1996, a Hollywood Bowl debut with Esa-Pekka Salonen and the Los Angeles Philharmonic in 

1997, and Kennedy Center with the Washington National Symphony Orchestra in 2002. She 

performs regularly in China and Japan.

 She has 54 concertos in her repertoire including Bartók No. 2, Prokoiev No. 2, von Sauer  

No. 2, Lindberg No. 1, Rachmaninov No. 3 and the Beethoven Triple Concerto. She also plays 

chamber music with Philippe Entremont, Juha Uusitalo and other musical friends and since 

2003 she has been the artistic director of the Iitti Music Festival in Finland.

George Vass, conductor, studied at the Birmingham Conservatoire and the Royal Academy 

of Music; he made his professional conducting debut in London at the age of 22. As Artistic 

Director of Orchestra Nova, he has appeared at many of the major UK concert halls and 

festivals, and as guest conductor he has worked with a wide variety of ensembles, including 







the Bournemouth Symphony, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, Royal Scottish National and 

Ulster orchestras, the London Mozart Players, Oxford Orchestra da Camera and the Malmö 

Opera and Moravian Philharmonic orchestras. He has broadcast for BBC Radio 3 and Channel 

4 Television.

 He became Artistic Director of the widely respected Welsh-based Presteigne Festival in 

1992, having held a similar position with the Hampstead and Highgate Festival in London from 

2004 until 2009. In his dual career as conductor and festival director, George Vass maintains 

David Matthews, Laura Mikkola and George Vass ater the sessions for the Piano Concerto
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a strong interest in the performance of contemporary music, and has commissioned and 

premiered a considerable number of major new works from leading composers in Britain and 

further afield, among them Sally Beamish, David Matthews, John McCabe, Cecilia McDowall, 

Paul Patterson, Joseph Phibbs, Peter Sculthorpe, Huw Watkins and Hugh Wood. 

 George Vass has made over twenty successful recordings for the Dutton Epoch, British 

Guitar Society, Guild, Naxos, Medici-Whitehall and Somm labels. For Toccata Classics he has 

recorded two CDs of the music of Sir Donald Tovey: the Symphony in D, Op. 32, and Prelude 

to the opera The Bride of Dionysus (tocc 0033) and the Cello Concerto, Op. 40, and Air for 

strings (tocc 0038). His rapidly growing discography mirrors his particularly wide interest 

in British music, from Purcell and Handel, via Elgar, Holst and Vaughan Williams to David 

Matthews, John McCabe and Cecilia McDowall.

 He was a member of the judging panel for the 2012 BBC Young Musician of the Year 

competition and is an Associate of the Royal Academy of Music.

Formed by George Vass and selected from many of today’s talented young professional 

instrumentalists, Orchestra Nova made its debut at the Purcell Room on London’s South 

Bank in October 2001. Orchestra Nova and its associated chamber group Orchestra Nova 

Ensemble has recorded chamber and orchestral works by William Alwyn, Stephen Dodgson, 

Gustav Holst, John Joubert, Kenneth Leighton, Elizabeth Maconchy, David Matthews, John 

McCabe, Cecilia McDowall and Paul Patterson as well as Michael Hurd’s chamber opera The 

Widow of Ephesus for Dutton Epoch, British Guitar Society and Guild. The group specialises 

in the performance of contemporary music and was chosen to appear at Stephen Dodgson’s 

80th-birthday concert and more recently at Cecilia McDowall’s 60th-birthday concert at  

St John’s, Smith Square, in London. 
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Recorded: Pamoja Hall, The Space Performing Arts Centre, Sevenoaks School, 

 Sevenoaks, Kent, on 25 (Piano Concerto) and 26 October 2012

Piano: Steinway

Producer-engineer: Michael Ponder

Editor: Jennifer Howells

Booklet essay: David Matthews

Cover photograph courtesy of Jenifer Wakelyn

Design and layout: Paul Brooks, Design and Print, Oxford

Music published by Faber Music

Executive producer: Martin Anderson

TOCC 0166                        

© 2013, Toccata Classics, London                       P 2013, Toccata Classics, London 

Toccata Classics CDs are also available in the shops and can be ordered from our distributors around 

the world, a list of whom can be found at www.toccataclassics.com. If we have no representation in your 

country, please contact: Toccata Classics, 16 Dalkeith Court, Vincent Street, London SW1P 4HH, UK 

Tel: +44/0 207 821 5020   E-mail: info@toccataclassics.com



y 

s 

s I 

e 

y – 

y 

r 

. 

l 

d I 

y 

e 

e 

s 

e 

t 

g 

  

d 

, 

11

More David Matthews
from Toccata Classics

TOCC 0058

‘When I irst listened to the David Matthews Fourth String Quartet late at night ater my return from England, I was stunned. 

How is it, I wondered, that music of this quality, written in 1982, is being heard by recording only now? his is an indictment 

of the musical establishment, as it is a complete vindication of what Toccata Classics does – and how well it does it. What we 

hear in Quartets Nos. 4, 6, and 10, along with the Adagio for String Quartet, is some of the most concentrated, penetrating 

writing for this medium in the past 30 years or more. It is musical thinking of the highest order and quartet writing in the 

great tradition of Beethoven, Bartok, Britten, and Tippett, all 

of whom Matthews mentions as inluences. […]

 hese works are full of exquisite moments. Some of the 

music is searing, much of it dances and sings, and some of it 

is achingly beautiful and tender. It is all brimming with life.’

Robert Reilly, InsideCatholic.com

‘ “Masterpiece” is a term too easily applied in the present era: 

suice to say that, along with his Sixth Symphony, Matthews’s 

Twelth Quartet stands as the most signiicant British work of 

its genre from the past decade and one which its composer 

may ind hard to equal, let alone surpass, if he chooses (as he 

surely will) to continue the cycle.’

Richard Whitehouse, International Record Review

TOCC 0059
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DAVID MATTHEWS Music for Piano

Piano Concerto, Op. 111 (2009) 18:27

 I Con moto moderato 6:01

 II Tango: Tempo di tango energico 2:43

 III Elegy: Largo e mesto 4:50

 IV Allegro con spirito 4:53

Piano Sonata, Op. 47 (1989) 12:42

 I Allegro molto e ritmico –  6:46

 II Andante – 3:11

 III Allegro – 2:45

Variations for piano, Op. 72 (1997) 11:52

 Theme: Allegro 0:27

 Var. 1: L’istesso tempo 0:23

 Var. 2: Poco più sostenuto 0:23

 Var. 3: Vivace e leggiero  0:25

 Var. 4: Un poco solenne  0:34

 Var. 5: Presto leggiero 0:30

 Var. 6: Allegro moderato  0:28

 Var. 7: Allegro drammatico  0:27

 Var. 8: Scherzando  0:26

 Var. 9: Molto vivace  0:24

 Var. 10: Scorrevole  0:25

 Var. 11: Presto ludovicioso  0:21

 Var. 12: Allegro  0:22

 Var. 13: Allegro di galoppo  0:22

 Var. 14: L’istesso tempo  0:19

 Var. 15: Con molta anima  0:35

 Var. 16: Slow blues  1:32

 Var. 17: Allegretto con precisione  0:29

 Var. 18: Andante appassionato  0:41

 Var. 19: Poco maestoso  0:48

 Var. 20: Moderate blues  0:46

 Var. 21: Allegro  0:26

 Var. 22: Lento e mesto  1:33

 Var. 23: Quasi recitativo, con licenza 1:04

 Var. 24: Andantino semplice 0:40

Two Dionysus Dithyrambs, Op. 94 

  (2007 and 2004) 5:35

 No. 1 With steady, calm movement 2:45 

 No. 2 Esultante  2:50

 One to Tango, Op. 51d
 (1990, arr. 1993) Tempo di tango 2:55

     

    TT 56:26

Laura Mikkola, piano 
Orchestra Nova     –
George Vass, conductor     –
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In his piano music, as in his symphonies and string quartets, the English composer 

David Matthews (b. 1943) marries the idiom of classical tradition with that of his own 

day. His 2009 Piano Concerto, Mozartian in spirit, contains both a tango and a blues; 

his Piano Sonata of 1989 includes jazz elements, and his 1997 Variations feature both 

blues and a homage to Beethoven. The moods range from contemplative introspection 

to fiery, rhythmic energy, captured here in feisty performances by the Finnish pianist 

Laura Mikkola, whom the composer describes as ‘a marvellous exponent of my music’.

DAVID MATTHEWS Music for Piano

Made in GerMany

first recordinGs

Made in the presence of the coMposer

TT 56:26
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Piano Concerto, Op. 111 (2009) 18:27
 I Con moto moderato 6:01

 II Tango: Tempo di tango energico 2:43

 III Elegy: Largo e mesto 4:50

 IV Allegro con spirito 4:53

Piano Sonata, Op. 47 (1989) 12:42
 I Allegro molto e ritmico –  6:46

 II Andante – 3:11

 III Allegro – 2:45
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3

Laura Mikkola, piano 
Orchestra Nova    –
George Vass, conductor    –

5

4

6

 Variations for Piano, Op. 72 (1997) 11:52

Two Dionysus Dithyrambs, Op. 94 

  (2007 and 2004) 5:35
 No. 1 With steady, calm movement 2:45 

 No. 2 Esultante  2:50

 One to Tango, Op. 51d (1990, arr. 1993)   

 Tempo di tango 2:55
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