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SIGCD064  Different Trains
Steve Reich / The Smith Quartet

Two major international forces at the leading edge of contemporary music - the Smith Quartet and
American composer Steve Reich - come together for new recordings of three of his most inspiring works:
Triple Quartet for three string quartets, Reich’s personal dedication to the late Yehudi Menuhin, Duet,
and the haunting Different Trains for string quartet and electronic tape.
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Hambledon Hill (1985)
Tim Souster (1943 - 1994)

Hambledon Hill is an imposing prehistoric hill fort
which haunts the English countryside situated in
the Blackmore Vale in Dorset. Its earliest occupation
was in the Neolithic when a pair of causewayed
enclosures were dug at the top of the hill. They
were linked by a bank and a ditch in which human
skulls were found giving rise to the belief that at
one time the causewayed enclosure was used as a
mortuary for the ritual disposal of the dead.

In searching for a structure for his string quartet
and contemplating the relationship between the
acoustic sound of the instruments, their amplified
sound and the modification and extension of their
sound on tape, Souster stumbled on his basic shape;
three concentric circles. Realizing that this was
the basic layout of the Iron Age hill fort the ancient
structure was to be the main influence for his work.

In performance, the concentricity governs not only
the layout of the players surrounded by two rings
of loudspeakers but also determines the harmonic
and melodic structure, the instrumental groupings
within the quartet and, in a sense the overall
registers of the whole work which moves in a
circular progression from high to low and back again.

Nic Pendlebury

The Old Woman of Beare
(for string quartet & live electronics)
Michael Alcorn (b. 1962)
Narrator: Annie McCartney

Perhaps the most striking feature of this piece is
the intersection of very diverse elements: an Irish
9th Century anonymous poem, a group of
instruments (string quartet) whose roots lie in the
Western art music of several centuries ago, Irish
traditional music (the inflections and latent
energy of which have had an influence on this
piece), and the responsive and expressive sounds
which are possible with the use of live electronics.

Much of the musical material is inspired by three
versions of the text: the original old Irish, an 18th
century translation, and a modern translation of
the text by the Irish poet Brendan Kennelly. All
three provided rich landscapes for word painting
and for capturing the heightened emotions
expressed in the text.

The poem relates the thoughts of an old woman
who is nearing the end of her life, living a
monastic existence amongst nuns. She recalls her
youth with pride - a time when she had many
lovers, a time when she “drank wine with kings” -
and she derides the way young women treat their

ghost stories

the smith quartet

1. Hambledon Hill Tim Souster [15.13]

2. The Old Woman of Beare Michael Alcorn [17.03]

3. The Sinking of the Titanic Gavin Bryars [14.57]

4. Memento James MacMillan [4.45]

5. String Quartet No.1: in memoriam... Stephen Montague [22.46]

Total [74.47]
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lovers today. Her ailing health, perhaps related to
her wilder youth, provides a counterbalance to
these thoughts and reminiscences. The old
woman’s presence is a ghostly and other-worldly
spirit which the quartet summon through
ritualistic material.

The piece, which is one continuous movement,
follows closely the pace and dramatic structure of
the Kennelly translation. The outer sections of the
piece explore materials based on Irish traditional
music, borrowing some of its many ornaments and
harmonic techniques, whilst the inner sections
explore a more experimental musical language.

The piece, commissioned by the Xebec Corporation,
Japan, was written for the Smith String Quartet in
1994. The technology employed for the original
performance was an IRCAM Signal Processing
Workstation and the now obsolete NeXT computer
workstation. The work was one of the earliest
pieces in this genre to explore the potential of
computer-based live electronics (in this case the
ISPW which was a precursor to Max/MSP) as a live
performance system.

The Old Woman of Beare

The sea crawls from the shore
Leaving there

The despicable weed,
A corpse's hair.
In me,
The desolate withdrawing sea.

The Old Woman of Beare am I
Who once was beautiful.
Now all I know is how to die.
I'll do it well.

Look at my skin
Stretched tight on the bone.
Where kings have pressed their lips,
The pain, the pain.

I don't hate the men
Who swore the truth was in their lies.
One thing alone I hate
Women's eyes.

The young sun
Gives its youth to everyone,
Touching everything with gold.
In me, the cold.

The cold. Yet still a seed
Burns there.
Women love only money now.
But when

I loved, I loved
Young men.

Young men whose horses galloped
On many an open plain
Beating lightning from the ground.
I loved such men.

And still the sea
Rears and plunges into me,
Shoving, rolling through my head
Images of the drifting dead.
A soldier cries
Pitifully about his plight;
A king fades
Into the shivering night.

Does not every season prove
That the acorn hits the ground?
Have I not known enough of love
To know it's lost as soon as found?

I drank my fill of wine with kings,
Their eyes fixed on my hair.
Now among the stinking hags
I chew the cud of prayer.

Time was the sea
Brought kings as slaves to me.

Now I near the face of God
And the crab crawls through my blood.

I loved the wine
That thrilled me to my fingertips;
Now the mean wind
Stitches salt into my lips.

The coward sea
Slouches away from me.
Fear brings back the tide
That made me stretch at the side
Of him who'd take me briefly for his bride.

The sea grows smaller, smaller now.
Farther, farther it goes
Leaving me here where the foam dries
On the deserted land,
Dry as my shrunken thighs,
As the tongue that presses my lips,
As the veins that break through my hands.

Anonymous, translated by Brendan Kennelly
From The Penguin Book Of Irish Verse introduced and
edited by Brendan Kennelly (Penguin, 1970, 1981)
Copyright © Brendan Kennelly, 1970, 1981.
Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Limited
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the piece many years ago I continue to enjoy
finding new ways of looking at the material in it
and welcome opportunities to look at it afresh.

Some of this material might seem puzzling but it
is all rooted in fact. The sound of a football crowd
(“like 100,000 people at the cup final”) and the
sound of crickets in a field in Pennsylvania are two
of the similes used to describe the sound of people
in the water (and the recordings I use are precisely
those: of a cup final crowd, and of crickets
recorded in the fields of Pennsylvania).  The music
box plays the tune La Maxixe just as did the one in
the toy pig that Edith Russell used to amuse and
distract children in the lifeboat. The speaking
voices are those of survivors, Edith Russell and
Eva Hart, who I interviewed in 1972 just before the
first live performance of the piece.

Gavin Bryars, April 2007

Memento
James MacMillan (b. 1959)

A brief movement for string quartet, Memento was
written in memory of a friend, David Huntley, the
representative of Boosey & Hawkes in the USA,
who died in 1994. It was premiered at his
memorial concert in New York by the Kronos

Quartet. The music is slow, delicate and tentative
and is based on the modality of Gaelic lament
music and the Gaelic heterophony of psalm-
singing in the Hebrides.

String Quartet No.1: in memoriam...
Barry Anderson & Tomasz Sikorski
Stephen Montague (b. 1943)

String Quartet No. 1 is in memory of two close
friends who died within a short time of each other.
In May, 1987 Barry Anderson (52) died unexpectedly
a few hours after the disastrous Paris premiere of
his new IRCAM commission, ARC, for bass
clarinet, string quartet and electronics. The
following year Tomasz Sikorski (49) lost his long
battle with alcoholism. He died alone in his dreary
Warsaw flat, slumped over his desk undiscovered
for over a week. Both men were fine composers
with growing international reputations.

Barry Anderson’s music was firmly based in the
post-Webern idiom, dissonant but elegantly
crafted with brilliant computer generated sounds.
He was refined, urbane and dapper. Tomasz
Sikorski was not. He was well known as a difficult
character. His personal life and his music were
battlefields with considerable collateral damage.
His musical idiom was minimalism but in his 

- 6 -

The Sinking of the Titanic (1969- )
Gavin Bryars (b. 1943)

This piece originated in a sketch written for an
exhibition in support of beleaguered art students
at Portsmouth in 1969. Working as I was in an art
college environment I was interested to see what
might be the musical equivalent of a work of
conceptual art. It was not until 1972 that I made
a performing version of the piece for part of an
evening of my work at the Queen Elizabeth Hall,
London and during the next three years I
performed the piece several times. In 1975 I made
a recorded version for the first of the ten records
produced for Brian Eno’s Obscure label. In 1990 I
re-recorded the piece ‘live’ at the Printemps de
Bourges festival when the availability of an
extraordinary space and the rediscovery of the
wreck made me think again about the music. This
version also formed the basis for the 1994
recording on Point.

This new version, much shorter than previous
ones, was written especially for the Smith Quartet,
a group with which I have had a long and fruitful
relationship.

All the materials used in the piece are derived
from research and speculations about the sinking

of the “unsinkable” luxury liner. On April 14th
1912 the Titanic struck an iceberg at 11.40 PM in
the North Atlantic and sank at 2.20 AM on April
15th. Of the 2201 people on board only 711 were
to reach New York. The initial starting point for the
piece was the reported fact of the band having
played a hymn in the final minutes of the ship’s
sinking in an extraordinary act of self-sacrifice.
The ship’s junior wireless operator Harold Bride
identified this hymn:

“...from aft came the tunes of the band...The ship
was gradually turning on her nose - just like a
duck that goes down for a dive... The band was
still playing. I guess all of the band went down.
They were playing “Autumn” then. I swam with all
my might. I suppose I was 150 feet away when the
Titanic, on her nose, with her afterquarter sticking
straight up in the air, began to settle slowly.... The
way the band kept playing was a noble thing... 
the last I saw of the band, when I was floating 
out in the sea with my lifebelt on, it was still on
deck playing “Autumn”. How they ever did it I
cannot imagine.”

This Episcopal hymn becomes the principle
element of the music and is subject to a variety of
treatments and it forms a base over which other
material is superimposed. Although I conceived
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BIOGRAPHy

The Smith Quartet
Violins: Ian Humphries, Darragh Morgan. Viola:
Nic Pendlebury. Cello: Deirdre Cooper

For almost twenty years the Smith Quartet has
been at the forefront of contemporary music. They
have built an impressive repertoire by many of the
world’s most exciting composers and have
established an international reputation for their
dynamic style and original approach to
contemporary music. The quartet is dedicated to
the commissioning of new works and to date have
over 100 works written especially for them. Kevin
Volans, Django Bates, Michael Nyman, Stephen
Montague, Gavin Bryars, Michael Daugherty and
Howard Skempton are amongst many who have
written for the quartet. In addition to regular
broadcasts with the BBC, they have featured on
numerous CDs including Karl Jenkin’s Sony release
Diamond Music, Steve Martland’s Patrol BMG 
and most recently Django Bates’ You Live and
Learn… (apparently). 

In 2005 the quartet released their Steve Reich
album on the Signum label, featuring Different
Trains, Triple Quartet and Duet. The album

received rave revues from magazines, radio
stations and papers alike. Future recording
projects include albums dedicated to the music of
Philip Glass and Kevin Volans. 

The quartet’s touring schedule has taken them as
far a field as North and South America, South East
Asia and Japan as well as throughout Europe and
the UK. In the last number of seasons festival
appearances have included Les Jardins Musicaux
Switzerland, West Cork Chamber Music, Musica
Viva Festival in Lisbon, Huddersfield Contemporary
Music Festival, Vancouver Festival, La Biennale di
Venezia, Jauna Muzika Vilnius, L’itineraire de Nuit
Paris, Vale of Glamorgan and the Flanders Festival
Brussels. Highlights have included a sold out
performance at the BBC’s John Adams Weekend at
the Barbican and the European premiere of Steve
Reich’s Triple Quartet at Cheltenham International
Festival. They have collaborated with an eclectic
range of artists such as Django Bates, Andy
Sheppard, John Harle, Pulp, John Taylor, Gerard
McChrystal and dance companies Siobhan Davies,
Shobana Jeyasingh and Ultima Vez. 

Much of the quartet’s repertoire involves the use of
live electronics and multimedia. It has, over the
last few years, enjoyed a fruitful relationship with
Soundintermedia, their sound designers. This

hands repetition was more to bludgeon than 
to entertain.

String Quartet No. 1: in memoriam... is based on a
metaphor of ‘white noise’ as the Life’s last breath
and uses short thematic and harmonic material
from each composers’ works: Barry Anderson’s
ARC (1987) and Tomasz Sikorski’s Holzwege
(1972) for orchestra. The opening bars of Holzwege
(‘Paths to Nowhere’) are quoted in the closing bars
of the quartet.

Although the work was premiered by The Mistry
Quartet in 1989 it underwent considerable change
and development with the numerous subsequent
performances by The Smith Quartet. Their
performances culminated in the composer’s final
version which they premiered at London’s South
Bank Centre in 1993. The work was recorded a few
weeks later during a late night session in a lonely
north London church. About half way through the
session a body was delivered which lay in state
just in front of them flickering in pale candlelight.

Stephen Montague

collaboration has helped the ensemble take their
music to a variety of extraordinary venues
including being suspended 60’ above the tracks of
Koln’s Haupbahnhof. The use of electronics and
multimedia has also helped develop a new
repertoire that challenges the perceptions of the
more “traditional” role of the string quartet. 

In 2005, the Smith Quartet appeared in BBC 2’s
Holocaust - A Music Memorial Concert from
Auschwitz filmed on location in Auschwitz. They
performed Steve Reich’s Different Trains and
Messian’s Quartet for the End of Time. The film
marked the 60th anniversary of the liberation of
Auschwitz and was shown in many countries
throughout the world. It has won numerous
prestigious awards including a BAFTA and an
Emmy in 2006. 

The quartet is currently enjoying a number of
prestigious residencies in their 2006/2007 season
including an ongoing relationship with Queens
University Belfast as their quartet in residence at
the Sonic Arts Research Centre (SARC) and an
exciting series of concerts throughout Europe
featuring the music of celebrated Portuguese
composers as part of Miso Music’s Circuits tour. As
artists in residence at the 2006 Huddersfield
Contemporary Music Festival, they performed all
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artists in residence at the 2006 Huddersfield
Contemporary Music Festival, they performed all
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Recording Producers - Martin Cotton, Gavin Bryars, Tim Oldham, Michael Alcorn

Recording Engineers - Mike Hatch/Andrew Mellor
Editors - Raphael Mouterde/Tim Oldham
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of Morton Feldman’s works for piano and strings
together with the celebrated pianist John Tilbury
These concerts were recorded live and will be
released by Matchless records. They were also
nominated and shortlisted for the prestigious
Royal Philharmonic Society Awards.

Other highlights include concerts in, Grenoble,
Berlin, Spain and Italy, tours to South Africa, Korea
and Hong Kong and appearances at the
Cheltenham, Huddersfield and Oxford Contemporary
Music Festivals.

© Tas Kyprianou
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Available through most record stores and at www.signumrecords.com  For more information call +44 (0) 20 8997 4000

www.signumrecords.com

ALSO on 
signumclassics

SIGCD064  Different Trains
Steve Reich / The Smith Quartet

Two major international forces at the leading edge of contemporary music - the Smith Quartet and
American composer Steve Reich - come together for new recordings of three of his most inspiring works:
Triple Quartet for three string quartets, Reich’s personal dedication to the late Yehudi Menuhin, Duet,
and the haunting Different Trains for string quartet and electronic tape.
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