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My earliest days were spent in the Cotswold village of Bampton, famous for its 
Morris dancing, and I have had the joy of being a freelance musician, conducting and 
composing, since 1974. I began musical studies on the violin and piano at a young 
age, becoming a chorister at Salisbury Cathedral in 1956, following in the footsteps 
of my father, the conductor, composer and teacher Bernard Rose (1916–96). My 
father was an inspiration to me, and later I studied with him at Magdalen College, 
Oxford, where from 1967 to 1970 I was also an ‘Academical Clerk’ (choral scholar) in 
the college choir. I studied with two former pupils of Schoenberg, too: Hans Jelinek at 
the Vienna Music Academy in 1966 and Egon Wellesz at Oxford University in 1968.

Although I began writing music when I was around ten years old, my first 
recognised compositions date from the late 1960s: choral and small-ensemble 
pieces influenced by my interest in the contemporary European avant-garde. Since 
then, I have composed much orchestral, instrumental and choral music. My works 
include the Birthday Ode for Aaron Copland (chamber orchestra, 1990) recorded 
here, Tapiola Sunrise (string orchestra, 1998), Cristalflood (voices and orchestra, 
2001), Thambapanni (orchestra, 2004) and twenty settings of the Mass, including 
the Missa Sancta Pauli Apostoli (choir and organ, 2006), which won the Liturgical 
category of the British Composer Awards in 2006. My music-theatre work Danse 
macabre, completed in 2011, was described by one reviewer1 as ‘an absorbing musical 
masterpiece’ – to my obvious satisfaction. There are ten song-cycles, including 
Avebury Stone Circles (2013), Dancing in Sun-split Clouds (2013), The Song of 
Solomon (2014), Aphrodite and Adonis (2015), Five Schwitters Songs (2015) and Bird 
Songs for Loré, Book 1 (2017). My most recent song-cycle, Sigiri Mirror Wall, will be 
1 Roderic Dunnett, Church Times, 12 December 2011.
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premiered in London and Sri Lanka in 2020. Instrumental pieces I have composed include 
Garden of the Gods (2013) for recorders and piano, Red Planet (ensemble, 2014) and  
The Melodic Thread (2014) for cimbasso (a cross between a trombone and tuba) and harp. 
In 1998 I completed the unfinished Violin Concerto of Johann Nepomuk Hummel, which 
I then recorded with the Russian Philharmonic Orchestra for Naxos. My music has been 
published by Oxford University Press, Boosey & Hawkes, Novello and Colla Voce Music.

As a conductor, I have worked with orchestras, ensembles and choirs throughout 
Europe and the Far East, particularly in Romantic and contemporary repertoire, and 
I have conducted more than a thousand premieres. The orchestras with which I have 
worked include the BBC Concert, Finnish Radio Symphony, St Petersburg Symphony 
and London Philharmonic; the National Symphony Orchestras of Estonia, Ireland, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland; and my own Jupiter Orchestra and Singers. I also worked 
for many years with Singcircle, my amplified vocal ensemble, and CoMA London 
Ensemble (‘CoMA’ stands for ‘Contemporary Music for All’). I have also conducted 
internationally on a regular basis, including in the Baltic States and in Sri Lanka. As 
arranger/conductor I have worked with Diana Ross, Linda Ronstadt and Madness. 

My work in opera and music-theatre encompasses performances of operas by 
Samuel Barber (Vanessa), Bizet (Carmen), Berthold Goldschmidt (Beatrice Cenci, 
in its UK stage premiere), Toshio Hosokawa (Lear, in its UK premiere), Scott Joplin 
(Treemonisha, in its UK stage premiere), Gian Carlo Menotti (The Saint of Bleecker 
Street), Poulenc (Dialogues des Carmélites), Nino Rota (Il cappello di paglia di Firenze), 
Stravinsky (The Rake’s Progress), Virgil Thomson (Four Saints in Three Acts) and Malcolm 
Williamson (Our Man in Havana).  

Collaboration with living composers – among them Harrison Birtwistle, John 
Cage, Helmut Lachenmann, Stephen Montague, Steve Reich, Karlheinz Stockhausen 
and Christian Wolff – has formed a regular part of my activities, and I have appeared 
in festivals throughout Europe, including two BBC Proms concerts with Singcircle, 
performing Stockhausen’s Stimmung.

I have recorded for many international television and radio stations and for a large 
number of recording labels, including Chandos, Continuum, Dacapo, Hyperion, Naxos, 
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October Music and Wergo. This is my fourth recording for Toccata Classics. For the 
first I recorded my Danse macabre (premiered in 2011 by the Estonian Philharmonic 
Chamber Choir, to whom it is dedicated), which was released on Toccata Classics 
tocc 0284. In 2016 I marked the centenary of my father with a recording of his choral 
music, again sung by the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir, on tocc 0307. And in 
2018 I recorded a selection of my own choral music, with the Latvian Radio Choir, 
on tocc 0482.

I have been a staff conductor at Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance in 
London since 1996.

Birthday Ode for Aaron Copland
On 14 November 1990 the London Concert Choir, of which I was conductor, promoted a 
concert at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London, celebrating the 90th birthday of the iconic 
American composer, Aaron Copland. The concert consisted of Copland compositions, 
but I wanted to open the concert with a fanfare-type piece, and so I composed one 
myself 1 , using the letters of his name as ciphers to create note-patterns. I centred on 
the initials of his name – AC – and chose two piccolo trumpets to open and close the 
piece, placed either side of the stage. It was composed with much respect towards a great 
composer. The combination of notes from the ciphers produces sharp, exciting clashes, 
which also bounce off added notes, often a semitone apart. The final mad flourish leads 
to the release of the two opening notes on the trumpets.

Red Planet
This piece was commissioned by CoMA in 2014 and received its first performance by 
CoMA London Ensemble, on 1 July 2014, conducted by myself. This recording is of a 
newly expanded orchestration of the work.

The piece was inspired by the spectacular images of Mars that have appeared 
through the exploratory work carried out by a succession of mainly US spacecrafts over 
the past fifty years or so. Each movement reflects a geographical aspect of the planet that 
has been identified.
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I: Valles Marineris (Mysteriously) 
The large canyon Valles Marineris has a length of 4,000  kilometres and a depth of 
up to 7 kilometres. Its length is equivalent to that of Europe and extends across one-
fifth the circumference of Mars. By comparison, the Grand Canyon on Earth is only 
446 kilometres long and nearly 2 kilometres deep. 

After the initial long notes in the muted strings 2 , the piece begins to develop a 
relationship between the instruments, building up until the important piano lead, after 
which the instruments gradually drift downwards. The piece ends with the notes that 
began the movement.

II: Syrtis Major (Firmly, with confidence)
The largest dark feature seen from Earth, Syrtis Major Planum, is a ‘dark spot’ located in 
the boundary between the northern lowlands and southern highlands of Mars, just west 
of the impact basin Isidis. The dark colour comes from the basaltic volcanic rock of the 
region and the relative lack of dust. 

The conga drums play an important role in this movement 3 , with the orchestral 
instruments playing jagged phrases based around a small group of notes, initially four, 
which gradually expand into polyphonic material. The movement ends with long notes 
in the orchestra accompanying the persistent drum.

III: Olympus Mons 
The extinct shield volcano2 Olympus Mons (‘Mount Olympus’) sits in the vast upland 
region Tharsis. At 22 kilometres it is the highest mountain on Mars and is over three 
times the height of Mount Everest. 

This movement 4  is again slow, and is marked ‘in awe’, reflecting the huge space of 
the mountain. The piano again plays an important solo role, with the other instruments 
weaving in and out of the keyboard notes.

2 A shield volcano is a wide volcano with shallowly sloping sides, typically built up by low-viscosity, fluid effusions of lava rather 
than by explosive eruptions.
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IV: Sirenum Fossae (Confidently)
Sirenum Fossae is a trough in the Memnonia quadrangle of Mars that is 2,735 kilometres 
long. It is believed to have formed by movement along a pair of faults, causing a central 
section to drop down. 

There is a jagged element to the notes here 5 , with persistent starting and stopping. 
It finally settles with a loud syncopated passage, with notes pushing against one another.

V: Ascraeus Mons (With strident steps) 
Ascraeus Mons is the tallest shield volcano on Mars. It was discovered by the 
Mariner 9 spacecraft in 1971, and was originally called North Spot, because it was the 
northernmost of only four spots visible on the surface because of a global dust storm 
that was then enshrouding the planet. It is roughly 480 kilometres in diameter and is 
the second highest mountain on Mars after Olympus Mons, with a summit elevation of 
18.1 kilometres. 

Here 6  the tom-toms play an important role, with orchestral instruments 
accompanying the drum with mainly two-note, expanded phrases. The piece ends with 
all the instruments playing in unison.

Violin Concerto
My Violin Concerto began life as a conventional three-movement work, but developed 
into a series of nine ‘Episodes’ (Calm 8  – Fast 9  – Fragile 10  – Aggressive 11  – 
Meditative (horn solo) 12  – Agitated 13  – Fast and Restless 14  – Pensive 15  – Fast and 
Restless 16 , of which Episodes 7 14  and 9 16  share very similar fast material). The work 
opens with an Introduction 7  and ends with a Cadenza and Coda 17 . Episode 5 12  is 
taken from a movement of a sketched work, Totentanz Berlin, for tenor solo (Christ, 
here a horn solo), obbligato violin and a choir of female voices (here, woodwinds). The 
work is dedicated to my wife, Helen Ireland. It seemed natural that my first concerto 
should be composed for the instrument that I began playing at the age of six, and it was 
premiered on my 70th birthday, on 18 April 2018, in St John’s, Smith Square, London, 
with Peter Sheppard Skærved as soloist.
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Throughout the work there is much interplay between the solo instrument and 
the orchestra, particularly displayed in the duet between solo violin and solo horn in 
Episode 5. But elsewhere also there are plenty of places where there are little trios or 
quartets of solo instruments almost teasing the solo instrument. The solo part has many 
‘traditional’ violin-solo features – double-stopping, fast scalic passages, slow meditative 
passages with very little accompaniment, and moments where the solo instrument 
is almost challenged, such as sections of Episode 4. The pensive quality of Episode 8, 
again quite sparsely scored, contrasts strongly with the fast, tense language of Episode 9, 
ending with a cadenza. The section before the end has a fanfare-like quality, so that the 
work ends in a triumphant flourish.

Suite pour Cordes
This work was commissioned by Gilles Lefèvre, to whom the work is dedicated. The 
premiere took place at La Basilique de Lalouvesc, during the festival ‘Les Promenades 
Musicales de LaLouvesc et du Val d’Ay’ in the commune of Ardèche, France, on Saturday, 
12 August 2017, with a string ensemble directed by Gilles Lefèvre. The five movements 
are Prélude 18 , followed by ‘Vite’ 19 , ‘Chant’ 20 , ‘Très fort’ 21  and Finale 22 . Much of 
the note-material used in this work intentionally uses limited note-patterns, to give it a 
transparency and directness. Quite often ‘melodies’ are passed between instruments, as 
the cello and viola, or floating between several instruments, as in the third movement, 
‘Chant’. Here the phrases use deliberate, almost ‘sung’ notes. In the Finale, there are 
repeated, uneven rhythms, using two and three notes. 

Seven Dances from Danse macabre
I first went to Estonia in 1992, taking Singcircle to perform Stockhausen’s Stimmung 
for the ‘NYYD’ festival. I have the good fortune to return to work there many times, 
conducting both the Estonian National Symphony Orchestra and the Estonian 
Philharmonic Chamber Choir. It was during a residence with this choir in 2007 that  
I rediscovered Estonia’s most famous picture, ‘Surmatants’ (‘Danse macabre’), painted for 
Tallinn by the German artist Bernt Notke around 1493–95. There are only eleven panels 
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remaining from the original large set, showing Death dancing with representatives of 
society and luring them to their fate: Preacher, Pope, Emperor, Empress, Cardinal and 
King. My Danse macabre for soloists, choir and chamber orchestra uses the mediaeval 
German texts found below each panel for the solo vocal movements, and the text of the 
Latin Requiem for the choral movements. In one of the panels, Death is shown playing 
the bagpipes, which I incorporate into my instrumental ensemble. These are interspersed 
with seven short dances which have been re-orchestrated for chamber orchestra. Danse 
macabre was premiered in Tallinn in 2011 and later recorded for Toccata Classics. These 
dances vary in tempo and sentiment. Thus the jocular, mediaeval-inspired Dance One 
23 , where Death leads those who are to die into the concert hall, scored for solo violin 
(representing Death), and drum, contrasts with the slow, mournful death pulses of the 
bass drum in Dance Seven 29 . In all the other dances I have imagined Death having 
wild, rather manic and quirky dances with all sorts of humans from all parts of society. 
So Dance Two 24  is fast and furious, featuring four tom-toms, with a repeated low triplet 
refrain: one could imagine Death dancing with many people here. Dance Three 25  is 
more delicate and personal; could Death be dancing with royalty? Dance Four 26  is 
built around woodblocks and pizzicato strings, where I imagined his bones rattling as 
he shakes around. Dance Five 27  features the bagpipes, Death’s instrument of choice  
in the Tallinn pictures. This dance is quite gentle, with a slightly rustic colour.  
Dance Six 28  is again very fast, with Death taunting people, trying to persuade them to 
join in the dance, the dance of Death! 
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The premiere of Gregory Rose’s Violin Concerto in 2018 was one of the most satisfying 
performances it has been my privilege to play a part in. It marked a way-station 
in a fascinating collaboration and treasured friendship. Greg and I are neighbours; 
we both live close to the Thames in East London, and our interests in and love for 
our neighbourhood are a constant in our conversations: the ever-present pull of the 
seven-metre tide not far from our respective doorsteps, the church architecture, 
history, bells (Greg is an indefatigable campanologist) and the many-layered stories 
of East London reach into our talks – instrument and pencil in hand or not. 

For me, our environment counterpointed Greg’s idea of a concerto that would 
be a series of dramatic tableaux, like the floats of a mediaeval ‘mystery play’ rolling 
past, or, more particularly, the religious wall-paintings of northern Europe. As 
soon as he told me that the Berlin ‘Totentanz’ would be at the heart of the piece, we 
started swapping stories and pictures of other examples, and some that had inspired 
other artists, musicians and writers. For me, the excitement of finding inspiration 
in such material from the past is the power that comes from its selective usage: 
after all, we are not seeing/using such paintings in the way that they were designed 
to be seen or used – when I look at ‘Death and the Young Man’, the extraordinary 
mediaeval painting in Newark Cathedral, I am not filled with dread of the afterlife, 
or a sense of my own sinfulness (perhaps I should be). And, as I worked with Greg 
on the emerging piece, I thought about Russell Hoban’s science-fiction novel Riddley 
Walker (1980), inspired by the legend of Saint Eustace as painted on the north wall 
of Canterbury Cathedral in the fifteenth century. This book, set 2,000 years after a 
nuclear holocaust, is written in an invented future language, incorporating surviving 

WORKING WITH GREGORY ROSE:  
THIS VIOLINIST’S POINT OF VIEW 
by Peter Sheppard Skærved
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elements of the past (modern English and Kentish dialects): its characters play out 
powerful rituals rooted in the surviving fragments of iconography, popular theatre and 
buildings. Hoban’s process seemed analogous to what Greg was writing, a narrative, 
very much of our own time, but flowering from the near-palimpsest of the past-as-
we-glimpse-it. This parallel proved helpful to me, as I ‘hunted for the sound’ of the 
Concerto. 

Each work Greg has written for me demands that I re-imagine what the violin is. 
The challenge of this nine-movement concerto was, and is, to find all the possible colour, 
drama, humour and texture particular to each section, while also respecting the fact 
that the whole is essentially a series of variations. Over the weeks and months we spent 
talking, revising (Greg), practising (me) and ‘musick-ing’ (the only word that really fits 
what a composer and performer do when they talk and play at each other at the same 
time), a sound emerged – rhapsodic, bronzed, intractable, sensual and harsh – which 
the Concerto seems to demand. 

An important element of this sound was the presence of concertante duos within 
the piece. Every important concerto has these duos – the violin and bassoon in the 
first movement of the Beethoven, violin and harp in Bruch’s Scottish Fantasy – but in 
Greg’s case they reflect the idea of conversation which underlays the appearance of the 
Concerto. At certain moments, the soloist is required to take a supportive role, which 
reminds me of the function of the violin in Stravinsky’s Histoire du Soldat, a work 
constantly in the air as we discussed the new piece. The most important of these duos 
is with the horn, and it behoves the violin soloist to allow the horn-player freedom and 
‘room’ to shape this heroically challenging passage. 

The part of the Concerto in which a violinist would be normally expected to have 
the most input would be the cadenza. This contribution proved unnecessary. Greg 
understands the instrument so well that this cadenza is one of the most terrifyingly 
effective bits of fiddle-writing that I know, full of technical felicities that function as well 
as anything by Eugène Ysaÿe or Henri Vieuxtemps – there was nothing that needed to 
be added, or corrected. The end of the cadenza (a dramatic tableau by itself) reminds me 
of the peroration of Ted Hughes’ eponymous poem: 
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A bat with a ghost in its mouth
Struck at by lightnings of silence –
Blue with sweat, the violinist 
Crashes into the orchestra, which explodes.3

Who could ask for anything more?

Peter Sheppard Skærved is known for his pioneering 
approach to the music of our own time and of the past. 
Over 400 works have been written for him, by composers 
including Gregory Rose, Laurie Bamon, Judith Bingham, 
Nigel Clarke, Edward Cowie, Jeremy Dale Roberts, Peter 
Dickinson, Michael Finnissy, Elena Firsova, David Gorton, 
Naji Hakim, Sadie Harrison, Hans Werner Henze, Sıdıka 
Őzdil, Rosalind Page, George Rochberg, Michael Alec 
Rose, Poul Ruders, Volodmyr Runchak, Evis Sammoutis, 
Elliott Schwartz, Peter Sculthorpe, Howard Skempton, 
Dmitri Smirnov, Jeremy Thurlow, Mihailo Trandafilovski, 
Judith Weir, Jörg Widmann, Ian Wilson, John Woolrich 
and Douglas Young. Peter’s pioneering work on music for 
violin alone has resulted in research, performances and 
recordings of cycles by Bach, de Bériot, Tartini, Telemann 
and, most recently, his project, ‘Preludes and Vollenteries’, 
which brings together 200 unknown works from the 
seventeenth century, from composers including Colombi, Lonati, Marini and Matteis, with the 
Wren and Hawksmoor churches in London’s Square Mile. His work with museums has resulted 
in long-term projects at institutions including the National Gallery of Art, Washington DC, the 
Metropolitan Museum, New York City, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the British Museum, 
Galeria Rufino Tamayo in Mexico City and the exhibition ‘Only Connect’, which he curated 
at the National Portrait Gallery, London. Most recently his ‘Tegner’, commissioned by the 

3 ‘Cadenza’, Ted Hughes: Selected Poems 1957–81, Faber & Faber, London, 1984, p. 66.
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Bergen International Festival, is a close collaboration with the major Norwegian abstract 
artist, Jan Groth, resulting in a set of solo Caprices, premiered in the Kunsthallen, Bergen, and 
travelling to galleries in Denmark, the UK and even Svalbard/Spitzbergen. Peter is the only 
living violinist to have performed on the violins of Ole Bull, Joachim, Paganini and Viotti. As 
a writer, he has published a monograph on the Victorian artist/musician John Orlando Parry, 
many articles in journals worldwide and, most recently, Practice: Walk, part of the Camberwell 
Press ‘Walking Cities: London’ series. Peter is the founder and leader of the Kreutzer Quartet 
and the artistic director of the ensemble Longbow. Viotti Lecturer at the Royal Academy of 
Music, he was elected Fellow there in 2013. He is married to the Danish writer Malene Skærved 
and they live in Wapping.

His many recordings include a number for Toccata Classics, not least two albums for music 
for solo violin by David Matthews (tocc 0152 and 0309) and the complete Sonate piccole of 
Giuseppe Tartini in five volumes (tocc 0146, 0208, 0297, 0363 and 0454).

The Royal Ballet Sinfonia is Britain’s busiest ballet orchestra, playing for Birmingham Royal 
Ballet’s wide-ranging programme in the UK and abroad. The Sinfonia also plays frequently 
for The Royal Ballet and many of the world’s other leading ballet companies, including 
frequent performances with the Paris Opéra Ballet, New York City Ballet, Australian Ballet, 
Les Grands Ballets Canadiens, the Kirov, Norwegian Ballet, Atlanta Ballet, San Francisco Ballet 
and La Scala Ballet. Concert performances at the Barbican, Royal Festival Hall, Symphony 
Hall in Birmingham and other major British venues also form a regular part of the work of 
the orchestra. Its opera performances include the acclaimed production of Turandot by The 
Royal Opera at Wembley Arena. Its many recordings include John McCabe’s ballet Edward II 
on Hyperion, Carl Davis’ ballet Cyrano on The Carl Davis Collection, Edward Loder’s opera 
Raymond and Agnes on Retrospect Opera and operatic and other works by Carlo Martelli on 
Borough Music.
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Peter Sheppard Skærved and Gregory Rose after the sessions for this recording
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GREGORY ROSE Orchestral Music
1  Birthday Ode 
for Aaron Copland (1990) 3:58
Red Planet (2014, rev. 2019) 14:10
2  I  Valles Marineris 3:49
3  II Syrtis Major 1:38
4  III Olympus Mons 5:12
5  IV  Sirenum Fossae 1:56
6  V  Ascraeus Mons 1:35
Violin Concerto (2017) 18:47
7  Introduction –  0:41
8  Episode 1: Calm –  1:01
9  Episode 2: Fast –  0:54

10 Episode 3: Fragile –  3:20
11 Episode 4: Aggressive –  1:36
12 Episode 5: Meditative –  3:53
13 Episode 6: Agitated –  0:34
14 Episode 7: Fast and Restless –  1:02
15 Episode 8: Pensive –  2:29
16 Episode 9: Fast and Restless –  0:35
17 Cadenza and Coda 2:42

Peter Sheppard Skærved, violin 7 –17 23

Royal Ballet Sinfonia
Brendan Thomas, horn 12

Lizzie Gutteridge, bagpipes 23

Kevin Earley, percussion 23

Gregory Rose, conductor

TT 62:00

FIRST RECORDINGS

Suite pour Cordes (2017) 13:15
18 I  Prélude  1:32
19 II Vite    2:51
20 III Chant  2:08
21 IV Très fort 2:36
22 V Finale  4:08
Seven Dances  
from Danse macabre (2011) 11:49
23 I  Dance One  1:32
24 II Dance Two  1:24
25 III Dance Three  1:20
26 IV Dance Four  1:34
27 V Dance Five  2:05
26 VI Dance Six  1:24
27 VII Dance Seven 2:30


