
Peter Maxwell Davies – A Sea of Cold Flame  
(In memory of Tony Fell) 
 
From the beginning: 
 
I met Max (Peter Maxwell Davies) in 2012, around the 
time I was making a film about Britten’s Suites for solo 
cello with director Paul Joyce (who had also produced a 
film about Max for Channel 4.)  Max and I were admiring 
fans of these cello masterpieces and Britten’s music 
created an immediate bond between the two of us.  
 
After many concerts, meals, rigorous conversations and 
drams of whiskies later, I invited Max up to my chamber 
music festival based around the North York Moors.  I 
was able to feature some of Max’s compositions such as 
the Naxos quartet No.3 which we programmed 
alongside Britten’s quartet No.2 (as I’ve always felt that 
their music sat well together).  This combination seems 
to have been one of the earliest foundations for what 
turned into a creative inspiration later on.  
 
Max was immediately struck by the environment in 
which the festival thrives: the responsive, large and loyal 
audiences, the majestic landscapes, wild coastline, an 
ancient atmosphere enhanced by a history so evident in 
the various abbeys and churches.  All this created a 
heady and somewhat magical mix which resonated with 
Max. His own surroundings up in the Orkney Islands 
were not dissimilar to the bleak beauty of the North York 
Moors and its coastline; it was also one he responded to 
musically, having set up his own St Magnus Festival for 
similar and equally compulsive reasons as ours.  We 



spoke about this a great deal.  By the end of this 
particular stay I asked if he’d become our Patron to 
which he responded enthusiastically and immediately.  It 
seemed so natural. 
 
During the 2014 festival he had already become part of 
the festival’s fabric, welcomed with open arms and 
hearts by both musicians and audiences alike. He said 
many times that he felt at home – and on returning to 
the festival, as if it was ‘coming home’. The theme that 
year focussed on the legacy of Beethoven and often 
through the lens of the ‘Second Viennese School’ which 
was to Max’s delight (we both shared a further passion 
for music by Schoenberg and Berg.).  Beethoven was 
also a towering influence upon Max so it was a natural 
choice to feature many of Max’s chamber works which 
he duly coached us on.  These were set alongside 
shattering masterpieces such as Berg’s Lyric Suite, 
Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge and Schoenberg’s string trio. 
 
We took some inspired walks along the sea during that 
year’s festivities and ate often in a small fish restaurant 
positioned on the edge of an estuary where it meets the 
Jurassic coast.  One evening, towards the end of the 
festival itself, we escorted him back for a customary 
whisky and I noticed his desk, strewn with compositions 
in flow. I asked what he was currently writing and it was 
that evening when he first mentioned A Sea of Cold 
Flame.  He said this work was inspired by his 
experiences over the past fortnight. With a twinkle in his 
eye, Max confessed that in one specific section of this 
new and stirring work, he felt he’d written some of the 
‘best 8 bars’ he’d ever composed.  On first reading 



through the score it was clear to me which they were – 
but importantly the entire composition is underpinned by 
a composer at the very peak of his creative and 
imaginative powers.  
 
Over that same fortnight Max was extremely stirred by 
the vibrant and passionate performances from the 
Quartetto di Cremona (in particular of his Naxos quartet 
No.6 and Beethoven Op.133).  His long conversations 
with them in Italian about this music were clearly 
exciting him.  We spent a lot of time together during that 
fortnight and Max was witness to the chemistry which 
the quartet and I formed (particularly during the 
Schubert quintet in C). A Sea of Cold Flame is written 
with this environment in mind.  Scored for string quartet, 
baritone and cello, I was initially struck (and alarmed!) 
by the sheer difficulty within the cello part – why so 
fiendish?  I put this question to Max who responded with 
customary puckish wit: ‘Well I’ve seen you rattle off the 
Britten Suites for solo cello and the Berg Lyric Suite in 
recent months, so you don’t really have any excuse to 
complain of further difficulties here!’  That said, I was 
grateful for the virtuosity of the writing for it not only 
forced me to dig deep technically in order to achieve its 
aims and effects (whilst retaining the lyricism), it also 
drew me closer into the piece as a whole which revealed 
itself with moving clarity.  I felt – and still do –  that this 
composition is a lyrical masterpiece.   
 
Through Mackay Brown’s three poems Max brings to life 
three utterly contrasting worlds yet woven together 
through thematic material which returns by integrating 
with a new musical idea. The quartet drives the work as 



a whole like an engine which powers its might as if the 
sea itself.  In fact,  many of the quartet’s repeated motifs 
reminds one of the fluctuating ‘sobbing’ of waves.  The 
depiction of the sea is striking in its capacity to convey a 
variety of atmospheres, such as its bleak and icy 
stillness at the opening of ‘Peat Cutting’. This 
introduction to the second poem depicts an astonishing 
harmonic intensity and dissonance, creating almost 
unbearable tension and is only broken with an entrance 
from both baritone and cello.  They play complementary 
roles throughout the work as conversational storytellers, 
often in duet form as they are here when they dissipate 
the tension created by the quartet/the sea.   
 
Max instinctively knew how to write for both cello and 
voice, understanding that the cello was indeed some 
kind of voice itself, so close to that of a human but with 
an added capacity for virtuosity which he explores 
thoroughly here.  The cello finds itself frequently 
lamenting with the ‘orator’ (baritone), engaging and 
shaping the story as two voices. Indeed, some of the 
cello writing incorporates two lyrical voices through 
double-stopping, so in effect at times you hear three. 
Crucially the role of the cellist here conveys a distinctive 
voice through rhapsodic writing, in particular during the 
singer’s depiction of birds and nature (ie ‘A spit of rain 
and a gull in the open’; ‘And a lark flashed a needle 
across the west’; ‘A sea of cold flame’ etc.) 
 
As with a great many of Max’s compositions, he often 
introduces the folklore music so inherent to the land in 
which he wrote.  Here he chooses to incorporate this in 
the final poem with a moving lament: first as a vocalise 



and then, towards the end, upon the cello which is 
unnervingly underpinned by the same devastating 
harmonies introducing ‘Peat Cutting’.  Thus he brings 
this extraordinary composition to a brutal and powerful 
conclusion, creating some kind of last breath; an almost 
monochrome tundra across an expanse beyond the 
Orkneys, (captured visually by Paul Ingram whose 
photography seems to convey this world so vividly.) 
 
- 
 
Not for the first time has Max put music to poetry by his 
Orcadian friend and soulmate George Mackay Brown. 
You sense his honouring of a friendship which in many 
ways changed Max’s life forever. For this particular 
‘poetic triptych’, Max speaks from a place which is on 
one level meticulously intellectual but on another quite 
affectionate in its intimately interwoven musical textures 
and harmonic intensity.  In some places it is 
appropriately violent; both Max’s difficult life experiences 
- particularly during the last ten years of his life -  and his 
innate feeling for Mackay Brown’s evocation of an 
Orkney coastal community, seem to evoke a world 
which is, artistically, uniquely their own.  A Sea of Cold 
Flame is brought to life through a vivid soundscape of 
astounding power, depth and uncompromising 
language.   
 
This frisson reminded me somehow of the relationship 
Benjamin Britten fostered with the poetry of George 
Crabbe’s and, more specifically, ‘The Borough’ (Peter 
Grimes).  This is partly why I felt we should complement 
Max’s new work with Britten’s Lachrymae as they both 



seem to inhabit the same haunting language. It felt 
fitting to follow through from Lachrymae by taking the 
original John Dowland theme, upon which it is based, 
then expressing it in its purest form on the lute.  Both 
composers admired the music of John Dowland and his 
presence on the recording - as an introduction to Max’s 
A Sea of Cold Flame and as a cadence to Britten’s 
Lachrymae - seems apposite.  The simplicity of this 
music is both moving and binding – a memoriam without 
sentiment. 
 
- 
 
Benjamin Britten – Lachrymae: 
John Dowland – Lachrimae Pavan; Piper’s Galliard 
 
In putting together an ensemble for Britten’s shimmering 
masterpiece, I drew upon aspects which bind the North 
York Moors Chamber Music Festival and Ayriel 
Classical together: predominantly friendship and 
chemistry.  I go back many years with Philip Dukes (we 
both studied at Wells Cathedral School) and I knew that 
his resonant sound and lyricism, not to mention an 
immense experience with this work, was ideal for 
Lachrymae.  The Ayriel Ensemble, led by Charlotte 
Scott (another Wellensian, coincidentally) combined a 
group of highly experienced chamber musicians in a 
collaboration completely devoid of tension; the 
freshness and spontaneity yielded were a refreshing 
revelation.  The aim is always to express truth before 
habits have a chance to set in.  Humility and awareness 
yet with a passionate commitment to expressing the 
score’s depth is an approach we fully endorse and strive 



for, illuminating the music from within and hopefully 
staying true to the composer’s intentions. 
 
This was, as ever, a true pleasure to record within the 
beautiful acoustics and environment provided by St 
Hilda’s Priory, Sneaton Castle.  This is a sanctuary so 
central to our musical life in these parts. It is also space 
which the Sisters, who reside there, lend to us so 
willingly.  This understanding and generosity extended 
to allowing the recording of John Dowland to take place 
at night. The extraordinary lutenist Matthew Wadsworth 
preferred to record at this time so as to avoid the 
country noises which surround the Priory during the day.  
There’s something nocturnal within all of the works 
captured here on this recording; we hope the magic 
translates . . . 
 
Jamie Walton (September 2016)  
 
  


