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Introduction

Sir Peter Maxwell Davies is one of the most fascinating composers not just of our 
own time but, arguably, of any age. In terms of creative energy and formal innovation, 
it might not be too fanciful to regard him as the Beethoven or Sibelius of our era. His 
music is brilliantly crafted, exciting and imaginative, and embraces every important 
genre: opera and music theatre; ballet; symphonic works – eight of them bearing the 
title ‘symphony’; more than fifteen concertos; song cycles, full-scale oratorios, large 
and smaller choral works, carols; music for children and young performers; and, most 
recently, an impressive flowering of chamber works, of which the most striking are 
the Naxos Quartets, ten string quartets commissioned by Naxos. 
 Wherever he turns, ‘Max’ – as Peter Maxwell Davies has been known since 
early childhood – has succeeded in making his mark and stamping his personality. 
Max is an engaged musician, who believes in leading from the front, getting involved 
and improving the opportunities for others. As a very active President of Making 
Music (the former National Federation of Music Societies), Maxwell Davies has 
helped to enrich the making of music by amateur performers. He has had possibly 
the most important single influence on the way music is taught in schools today, 
thanks to his pioneering lessons with pupils in Cirencester, his work with the Scottish 
Chamber Orchestra, and the wide range of music he has written for schoolchildren. 
And he has constantly spoken out where music is under threat, be it music’s status 
in the school curriculum or the funding of orchestras and ensembles.



 Peter Maxwell Davies is also, par excellence, a professional at his trade. He 
works quickly and efficiently, has no problem meeting deadlines and will never be 
found sitting around dreamily waiting for ‘inspiration’. Rather, like a composer of 
the Baroque or Classical era, or like one of the medieval craftsmen he passionately 
reveres, he has honed his working methods so that the process of composition 
and the inspiration for it march together. His technique has been fine-tuned to the 
point where the almost ritualised patterns to which his music conforms generate 
their own fresh ideas and are constantly suggesting new ways forward. He is as 
intimate with his material as a sculptor is to his stone; he seems to have an endless 
array of tunes and melodies at his disposal, and endless ingenious methods of 
making them both varied and beguiling.           
 Yet while Maxwell Davies is now one of the world’s pre-eminent composers, 
one of the grand old men of British (and indeed Scottish) music, a master of 
innovative structures who has breathed fresh life into the traditional forms of 
symphony, concerto and string quartet, he has ruffled feathers along the way. 
When he embarked on his composing career, Max’s musical idols included not 
just such uncompromising ‘Modernist’ composers as Béla Bartók, Claude Debussy 
and Olivier Messiaen but the pioneering composers of the Second Viennese 
School, whose music was known but at that time still little played: Alban Berg, 
Arnold Schoenberg and – arguably, the most economical and uncompromising of 
the three – Anton Webern (1883–1���).
 While Berg’s Wozzeck and Lulu would have a significant impact on Max’s 
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approach to composing his first opera Taverner, Webern’s additional importance 
for Max was not merely that he (like Berg) had embraced Schoenberg’s twelve-
note series in the mid-1�20s, but that Webern’s most influential works were 
rooted in medieval music, especially that of the fifteenth-century Flemish composer 
Heinrich Isaac, court composer to the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I and to 
Lorenzo de’ Medici. It was Webern’s obsession with medieval composers’ ability 
to build a vast musical architecture (based, almost invariably, on tiny fragments of 
plainsong) that particularly influenced Max’s music.	Max’s early works from the 
1��0s also underline his close interest in strictly organised serialism, a method 
whose seemingly uncompromising harmonic and almost anti-tonal aural impact 
has alienated (or puzzled) certain listeners for eighty years. 
 Maxwell Davies is not a traditional Christian believer or regular churchgoer, 
preferring to admire the deep-rooted imagery of Christianity while disapproving 
of its historic divisions and once rampant intolerance. But he has consistently 
drawn strength from the great Christian musical tradition – notably the lithe 
contrapuntal music of the Renaissance, a line of descent running through Machaut, 
Dufay, Ockeghem and Josquin Desprez, past Victoria and Palestrina and on to 
embrace the early Baroque. Claudio Monteverdi greatly influenced the young 
Max at a significant crux of his early career (1��1–2), just before he embarked 
on Taverner.
 Of particular interest to Max in the music of these Renaissance composers 
– little known, even as late as the 1��0s – was the plainsong underlay to their 



complex yet transparent music, and the techniques, such as isometric patterning 
and hocketing, by which they converted the basic plainsong culled from the Liber 
Usualis into great and splendid musical structures, devising ever more elaborate 
devices for decorating the basic plainsong melody or ‘tenor’. Almost all of Max’s 
music since the 1��0s has sought to pay homage to and emulate these processes, 
while developing them, by fresh and original means, into a set of new technical 
procedures wholly apposite to music of the late-twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. 
 Max’s own complex, fluent, often blazingly virtuosic elaboration of medieval 
techniques underlies every period of his musical output. It informs his earliest 
and student works, his violently Expressionist outbursts, the seven numbered 
symphonies (begun in the 1��0s and continuing up to the millennium), their 
symphonic offshoots, their electrifying successor the Antarctic Symphony, all his 
major choral works over five decades, and several large-scale pieces penned 
recently in his role as Master of the Queen’s Music, not to mention his vital series 
of string quartets. 
 So has his style really changed? Not entirely. The canvas has grown larger, 
and some of the anger of his violent 1��0s Expressionism seems allayed by the 
explosiveness of its impact, as if Maxwell Davies were literally screaming ‘avaunt!’ to 
ghosts or demons of his own that cried out to be exorcised. With Orkney in the 
1��0s came serene new chamber works (the Hymn to St Magnus and Ave Maris 
Stella, for example), abetted by the most important advance in his compositional 
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method: the evolution of a complex system of single or interlocking ‘magic squares’ 
for managing the processes of selection and compositional ‘set series’ on which 
Max has been increasingly reliant since the mid to late 1��0s. This system has 
some passing similarities to processes that Messiaen and Boulez, and some of 
their European and American counterparts, have employed to notable effect. In 
the 1��0s Max withdrew, emotionally and geographically, from the late-twentieth-
century avant-garde, but sought singlehandedly to advance their cause. 
 Max’s views on ‘tonality’ in general (and especially in his major works) are 
important, and well worth bearing in mind: 

I feel that tonality might be extended to furnish new methods of 
cohesion, provided it is understood modally, and not necessarily in 
relation to a bass line… Tonality is surely not merely a matter of using 
a major or minor triad on the music’s surface; it is rather a system of 
organization, running through every aspect of a work, which enunciates 
it as a coherent whole, governing not only melody and harmony, but 
rhythm and architecture.

 
Complexity often masks simplicity, but it does not always make for instant or easy 
listening. Listeners to Max’s music, even new music ‘groupies’ and enduring Max 
fans, all learned early on that this was to be no cosy or easy ride. The thoughtful, 
open-minded first-time listener must approach Max’s music with open ears 
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– Max may be working in two, three, ten, sixteen, even twenty-four layers at a 
time. He places invaluable aural signposts signs along the way – big paragraph 
markings, as it were – so it’s helpful to keep an ear open for those. But you 
shouldn’t try, on a first go, to ‘follow’ a piece of symphonic argument with your 
mind. ‘Understanding’ may be precisely the wrong thing to attempt. 
 Rather than over-engaging with Max’s music at the start, it is far better to let 
the music do the work. Pick out and follow a line here and there, or, in vocal works, 
let the words sustain you. Listen for a glimpse, perhaps, of a new ‘modal’ tonality, 
but don’t overwork that in the first instance (it may be there, but buried). Keep 
your nerve, think maybe of Bach (rather than of Mozart), or of late Beethoven. 
Let them, like benign deities, help Max’s music to reach out to you, and to achieve 
meaning on your own terms.
 Max’s music dares to venture along its own fresh paths, and to approach its 
material in a constantly surprising and original manner. Listening to it always feels 
like embarking on a new, yet somehow familiar, journey.
 In 1���, when Max was still a young music student, writing in the musical 
journal The Score, he made out a passionate case for insular Britain to engage 
with and embrace, rather than shun, the modern musical approaches pursued 
in continental Europe but largely ignored by mid-twentieth-century British 
composers. 
 With his brilliant ensemble The Fires of London (initially known as The Pierrot 
Players), Max set new standards for the presentation and performance of new 
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 The Fires of London on tour in Hungary, 1977
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music, and of music theatre, long before similar groups became common in 
other European countries. And through his career, be it with commissions for the  
St Magnus Festival, which he instigated in Orkney in 1���, or with the Hoy 
Summer School for composers, or more recently as a Professor at the Royal 
Academy of Music in London, Max has always encouraged younger composers. 
 Thanks to his association forged with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra in 
the mid-1�80s, he set a lead in bringing composers into the heart of practical 
music making and performance, subsequently working closely with three other 
orchestras: the Philharmonia and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestras in London; 
and the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra in Manchester. 
 Maxwell Davies is also one of the few composers of classical music to have a  
record label of his own. In addition to the string quartets on Naxos, a large number  
of Max’s works – chamber, orchestral, instrumental, and also stage works – are now  
available as downloads from Max’s own website (http://music.maxopus.com).  
In terms of classical music, this is almost revolutionary. Suddenly, a vast cross-
section of Max’s music, from the earliest pieces to the very latest, can be 
downloaded, explored and enjoyed by enthusiastic listeners all over the world.   
    And then there is Max the man. On one of his very early works, a piano 
piece composed when he was fourteen, the young Max, with his waggish sense 
of humour, wrote in the margin the words ‘Hic iacet Maxius maduus’ – schoolboy 
Latin doggerel for ‘here lies mad Max’. Perhaps there was something ‘mad’ about 
the young Max, in the word’s sense of wild, unusual, unpredictable or daring. Indeed, 
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many of those who encountered Max’s music at London concerts in the 1��0s 
thought that he was crazy too – and noisily stormed out of the concert hall.   
 Max is the most entertaining, indeed electrifying, company: he is far from 
daunting, with nothing of the withdrawn figure or ‘ivory tower’ composer 
about him, but cheerful, convivial – and with a twinkle in his eye. He displays 
a mischievous sense of humour and accompanies it by an infectious laugh that 
immediately sets you at your ease. He is outwardly modest, yet deeply confident 
within. Ever the life and soul of the party, preferably with a glass of good Italian 
wine in his hand, he has a gift for making you feel that you are the important figure, 
not he. Max is constantly buzzing with ideas, and is always prepared to take the 
time to listen. Fiercely protective of what matters to him, he is also capable of 
being petulant, and of fierce outbursts of rage when he sees a wrong being done, 
whether to himself or others; yet he also radiates an extraordinary sense of calm 
and a deep wisdom. He is someone who is fun to be with, and around; indeed, 
someone who lives life to the full. 
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