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CD1
Book I (2002)
1. No. 1 Riding the Comet’s Tail 2.11
2. No. 2 Consolazione per Condoleezza 3.23
3. No. 3 Running on Eggshells 2.06
4. No. 4 Rag-Caprice “Triple-A” 1.42
5. No. 5 Past Silence’s Dusk 3.07
6. No. 6 The Warmonger’s Hoe-down 2.08
Book II: Black Studies (after Goya) (2003)
7. No. 1 Sabbath Rounds (El Gran Cabrón) 2.29
8. No. 2 Masks of the Ancients (Dos viejos comiendo) 1.32
9. No. 3 … a bludgeoning, drowning hatred … (Duelo a garrotazos) 1.41
10. No. 4 Canine Arabesques (Un perro) 3.03
11. No. 5 Saëta Sbronza! (Peregrinación a la fuente de San Isidro) 2.21
12. No. 6 Flight to Asmodeus (La Visión Fantastica) 1.12
13. No. 7 Suspended in the Hands of Destiny (El Destino [Atropos] o Las Parcas) 2.04
14. No. 8 Cannibal Planet (Saturno devorando a un hijo) 2.31
Book III: Mid-South Recollections (2003)
15. No. 1 Reelfoot Echoes 3.29
16. No. 2 Shimmying with Zeus 2.02
17. No. 3 … as glass particles descend … 5.54
18. No. 4 The feathered deity flew below 1.40
19. No. 5 Skullbone Skerzo 1.39
20. No. 6 Morpheus in Milan (TN) 2.58
Book IV: Dovetail Variants, Deviants and Digressions (2003)
21. Prologo – 1.11
22. Moto perpetuo – 0.44
23. Capriccio – 1.28
24. Invenzione a due voci – 1.16
25. Arioso – 2.25
26. Notturno – 2.33



27. Ostinato – 1.03
28. Dialogo – 1.25
29. Intermezzo – Elegia – 4.29
30. Finale (Valse-Scherzo) 1.43

CD2
Book V: Sereno (Polittico Ungarettiano) (2003)
1. Dopo tanta nebbia 2.41
2. a una a una si svelano le stelle 2.04
3. Respiro il fresco che mi lascia il colore del cielo 2.20
4. Mi riconosco immagine passeggera 2.53
5. Presa in un giro immortale 1.33
Book VI: Con(Di)vergences (2004)
6. Vertiginoso, frenetico – 1.19
7. Intenso – Calmandosi – 1.28
8. Focoso e precisissimo – 0.52
9. Come in punta di peidi – 0.33
10. Recitando – 1.24
11. Fantasioso – 0.23
12. Avanzando – 1.19
13. TEMA (META), Tempo giusto – 0.47
14. Spettrale – 1.37
15. Nervoso, insonne – 1.34
16. Girovagando – 1.47
17. Brancolando – 1.47
18. Fuggendo 1.28
Book VII (2004)
19. No. 1 Marcia triunfál de Diablo Tejano (para I. Str.) 1.34
20. No. 2 Near journey’s end 2.28
21. No. 3 A sparkler for A.R.T. 1.39
22. No. 4 Musing over lost times 3.22
23. No. 5 … come d’autunno … 2.08
24. No. 6 19.5.04 2.12
25. No. 7 Cosmic Buckaroo 2.06



In Memoriam Alessandro Pellay (1933-2010)

Had I been told in earlier times that the largest work I would pen before I’d exit the fourth
decade of my life would be for solo violin, I doubt I would have believed it. And yet I
finished just such a work by the time I turned 39! In fairness, it had begun as something
quite different, and far smaller-scaled.

Peter Sheppard Skærved and I became firm friends while students together at the Royal
Academy of Music back in the late 1980s, but we didn’t have a chance to collaborate until
much later. So, when Peter approached me in July 2002 for a brief solo piece for a concert
on an astronomical theme that he was mounting at Munich’s Deutsches Museum, I
naturally went for it. The result was Riding the Comet’s Tail, which was duly premièred that
October. Even before then, though, it seemed a pity to leave it all to just a tiny 2-minute
squib. I felt there was much more that I could say through the boundlessly flexible
medium of the solo violin: so, with Peter’s unequivocal backing, I decided to keep writing
for as long as I had ideas for the instrument. Two years and seven books later, I stepped
back and was confronted with the edifice now enshrined in this CD set!

In some ways, the entire sequence is really a compositional diary of the two years it took to
write, and a goodly number of my preoccupations became part of its fabric: some
autobiographical elements, my interest in abstract constructions, the poetry of
Giuseppe Ungaretti, the art of Francisco Goya, an occasional tendency to nod in the
direction of composers past and present whom I admire, and my growing disquiet at the
political direction America took in the first years of this Century. Books I and VII are
bookends to the whole cycle, with the latter Book taking in elements from the other six’s
subjects to form a précis of the whole Thesaurus. Each of the other five Books has a single
unifying thread as a means of drawing its individual movements or sections together.

Riding the Comet’s Tail honours the Hale-Bopp Comet which passed within sight of our
planet in 1997. Running on Eggshells is the one truly abstract movement in Book I: a study
in rapid repeated notes constantly changing speed, with the resulting panicky unease
stemming from a sense of coexisting caution and recklessness.



Past Silence’s Dusk stems from my first visit to the United States in 1979: my parents and I
were driving through Death Valley in California one evening shortly before Christmas, and
at one point we briefly stopped to stretch our legs. Stepping out of the car, I was assaulted
by the most complete, all-enveloping silence I have ever experienced in my life: it seemed to
swallow sound into the night’s blackness. The bleak terror and isolation it triggered in me
was only momentary, but over thirty years on, it still reverberates inside me.

I lived in America for three years in the early 1990s, and I’ve long had a profound love and
fascination for that country, not least for the many friends I made there. It was therefore
with mounting unease that I witnessed the Republican Party entering the White House
early in 2001 in circumstances one might objectively describe as suspect. My disquiet
deepened into horror at the ghastly airborne terrorist attacks on September 11th that year.
The Bush administration’s subsequent arrogant and belligerent behaviour towards all and
sundry in the name of a so-called “War on Terrorism” was the last straw. So, I picked three
of the most egregious denizens of the White House and subjected them to musical
skewerings in the shape of Book I’s even-numbered movements!

Condoleezza Rice, with her strange mix of the eloquently articulate and the frigidly
inscrutable gets a Consolazione (the title was Peter’s suggestion), subjecting the violin to
extremes of overwrought snivelling and glacial impassivity. Rag-Caprice “Triple A” (which
stands for “Anti-Ashcroft-Aspersions”) tackles the then US Attorney-General, with his
preposterous religiosity represented by a raggy lampoon of Onward, Christian Soldiers. The
Warmonger’s Hoe-down is an Ivesian caricature of the President himself as he seemingly
tries to remember The Star Spangled Banner’s opening, but never getting it right. Towards
the end he even tries to whistle it before giving up in frustration!

Book II is based on the so-called “Black Paintings” which Francisco Goya painted on the
walls of his house, La Quinta del Sordo, in the last decade of his long life. This
extraordinary gallery of 14 images had an almost seismic impact on me when I came across
their reproductions on a textbook as a schoolboy many years ago, and I had long wanted to
create sonic counterparts to some of them. El Gran Cabrón, a stifling representation of a
Witches’ Sabbath dominated by a giant, black goat-like figure, gave rise to the first



movement, an obsessive moto perpetuo which keeps shifting gears, throwing off sparks
as it does so (in the process, I tip my hat towards Honegger, whose Danse de la Chèvre
provides this piece’s thematic trigger, and Prokofiev, with a fleeting nod to The Love of Three
Oranges). Dos viejos comiendo give rise to a sneering, grimacing interlude. Duelo a
garrotazos is a fearsome depiction of two bloodstained men hammering each other to
death with clubs while (unknowingly?) sinking in quicksand: furious, slashing chords
alternate with a frenzied rushing to-and-fro on the G string, which takes on the role of the
quicksand, and has the last, savage word.

Un perro begat Canine Arabesques, which reflects upon the most enigmatic and most lyrical
of the paintings as, against an oddly translucent background, a dog is seen from the neck
up doing what, exactly? Peering over a ditch? Or, like the two murderous fighters in the
previous movement, also sinking in quicksand? The whining harmonics at the end might yield
a clue. The deranged cortège of the Peregrinación a la fuente de San Isidro is represented
by a drunken Saëta, with ever more deliriously inebriated melismas eventually building to
a noxiously ecstatic conclusion. La Visión Fantastica, an exodus towards a huge rock in the
distance with two figures shown in mid-flight, is one of Goya’s most hallucinatory images,
and my response was another study in perpetual motion: but unlike El Gran Cabrón, this
moto perpetuo is absolutely relentless from start to finish, finally vanishing in the
stratosphere.

Personages in mid-flight also take centre stage in El Destino [Atropos] o Las Parcas. A
nervous, jittery scherzo which sounds as if paralysed by something beyond its control,
Suspended in the hands of Destiny is not a musical translation of Goya’s eerie quartet of
enigmatic airborne figures but more a description of the state of mind of someone
confronted with this unnerving vision in real life. Finally, the most famous and certainly the
most horrifying of the “Black Paintings”: the god Saturn, unhinged, devouring one of his
children. Here, the music is finally bludgeoned into oblivion by a series of vicious hammer
blows, as if ultimately silence is not the appropriate reaction to such a monstrous vision,
but the only one.

Book III, the most straightforward of the seven, is wholly autobiographical. In the early 1990s
I lived in Memphis for three years, and in all that time I could hardly avoid soaking up the



distinctive atmosphere of that part of America’s Mid-South. However, picture-postcard
imagery is not my aim here, but an attempt to draw on personal experiences and
encounters that affected me in ways which cannot be easily verbalised. In fact, only
movements 2 and 3 look back to my time as a student at Memphis State University. The
seeds for the rest of the book were sown during a later visit in April 1996, and Memphis
is not the focus of these snapshots: we have to go further up north in Tennessee, in and
around the small town of Milan (pronounced “MYE-lan”), where I sojourned at the behest
of my good friend Sandra Cox who, along with her family, is the Book’s dedicatee. First,
though, the two Memphis movements:

Shimmying with Zeus finds me in a flight out of Memphis in May 1991. I had just finished my
first year as a student at Memphis State, and was homeward bound. We had been airborne
for just five minutes, when, without warning, we flew bang into the middle of a storm cloud!
Within seconds, the plane was dancing and lurching alarmingly as flashes of lightning darted
around the aircraft. Hence the title!

....as glass particles descend.... documents my encounter with an ice storm, a phenomenon
both eerily beautiful and deceptively lethal: a fine, barely perceptible drizzle which froze
upon contact with trees and power cables. Within minutes, the trees’ branches were all
coated in ice, and all but bent double by the resulting weight. At evening time it was a
spectral sight to behold, as the trees appeared to have turned into glass!

Reelfoot Echoes chronicles my reactions at coming face to face with Reelfoot Lake in
Northwest Tennessee: the lake itself is a visible reminder of a series of ferocious
earthquakes which raged across the eastern side of North America in 1811-12, with the
Missouri town of New Madrid as the epicentre. The lake was born overnight from a swamp,
as the earthquakes caused the bottom of said swamp to abruptly drop down, thus
allowing the water from nearby Reelfoot Creek to rush back into the resulting depression.

The feathered deity flew below traces its origins from the same day I saw Reelfoot Lake.
Sandra’s brother Brent was driving me around Northwest Tennessee, and at one point I
caught sight of a heron calmly gliding over the turbid waters of the Mississippi. It is that regal
nonchalance that stayed in my mind as I wrote this movement.



Milan itself forms part of a large triangular area in Northwest Tennessee that goes by the
name of Skullbonia! It derives its name from a particularly vicious form of 19th Century
bare-knuckle boxing, which stipulated that the boxers were not allowed to hit each other
below the head (i.e. the skull bone). Hence the pugilistic Skullbone Skerzo. Milan asleep in
the dead of night is the focus of the last movement: it is based on the American folk song
Tell me why the ivy climbs, with which Mrs.Cox used to sing the infant Sandra to sleep in
years gone by.

Book IV is strictly abstract. Its subtitle suggests that variation form might constitute the
work’s structural backbone. It does so only indirectly, however, and the avoidance of the
word variation is deliberate. To begin with, there is no theme as such. There are a few
motivic elements which run through the work like a scarlet thread (most obviously the
work’s first two notes), but they are just the piece’s DNA as the music constantly
develops. To reinforce the notion of continuous evolution, the work’s movements (ten of
them, plus a Prologue at the start) run right through with no breaks, with the last notes of
each movement providing the starting point for the next one. But while the
development may be continuous, it’s by no means linear: a movement might start in one
way, only to be undermined by music of a wholly different flavour and character which
then comes into its own in the next section. For example, the third movement, a two-voice
invention, is already establishing itself quite early on in the previous Capriccio, with the
result that the material for that movement never really manages to stake its claim on its
allotted territory.

Book V’s trigger is a literary one. The poetry of Giuseppe Ungaretti (1888-1971) has long cast
a spell on me, not least for the powerful imagery it conveys with the absolute minimum of
words. In the 1990s, this fascination found an outlet in a triptych of orchestral-chamber
meditations. Having written the last one, D’altri diluvi una colomba ascolto, in 1995, I knew
somehow that in time Ungaretti’s quietly hypnotic verses would tempt me to put notes on
paper once more. Thus, the present evocation of the night’s starry firmament gradually
appearing, as if by magic, through a slowly fading wall of fog. A rough translation of the
poem might run thus:



After so much fog
one by one the stars reveal themselves
I breathe the cool that the sky’s colour bequeaths me
I recognise myself as a fleeting image
Seized in an eternal vortex

Each line becomes a title for a movement. The work’s mood is predominantly quiet,
almost transfixed. Pent-up tensions at last find release in the whirling final movement. The
music barely has time to register corporeally before fading away into thin air. Indeed, the
present book cannot be said to strictly end. The music continues: we just cannot hear it any
longer.

With each book of this Thesaurus I made a point of doing something that I had not tried in the
preceding instalments. Though part of a cycle, Books I-IV are also autonomous, free-
standing entities. But Book V, which does not end so much as disappear into the distance,
gave me an opportunity to try something different, which is why Book VI starts where its
predecessor left off. From the opening silence, the stratospheric whirring which ended Book V
returns within earshot, and quickly throws us into the very different world which is about
to be explored. Like Book IV, it is an abstract piece, taking the idea of variations and
turning it on its head, but in a different way this time. Now there is a theme of sorts. But
while most works in variation form have the theme at the beginning (and a few leave it
until the very end), here the “theme” is placed in the middle, thus becoming both a point
of arrival and of departure. Again, though, the music which precedes and follows the
“theme”, while making use of its thematic DNA, should not be viewed as a series of
variations upon it, but something far more fluid and durchkomponiert. A “something” that
undergoes a wide range of moods and colours both while converging towards the “theme”
and diverging from it.

As indicated earlier, the final Book takes on the role of a summation and, by looking back on
some aspects of the preceding Books, inevitably takes on a retrospective air. Thus, the first
movement harks back to Book I in being another political squib (the Diablo Tejano being
the now former President Bush). Here, the performer is turned into a one-man band, as foot-
tapping and finger-drumming are involved alongside plucking the fiddle (the movement is



pizzicato throughout). And yes, I do give an appreciative nod to Stravinsky’s Soldier’s Tale
here.

Movements 2 and 4 are autobiographical without having to be specific: the titles require
no elaboration. A.R.T., the recipient of the “sparkler” which is the 3rd movement, is Augusta
Read Thomas, my staunchest composer friend since our days as comrades-in-arms at the
Royal Academy of Music in the late 1980s.

… come d’autunno ... refers obliquely to another Ungaretti poem. It might be a
contemplation of an autumn landscape, and it unfolds without any pressure or hurry. The
6th movement’s title is the date of its composition. May 19th 2004 was the 50th
anniversary of the death of Charles Ives, and I commemorated it with this glassily
quiescent meditation entirely in harmonics.

On to the final Cosmic Buckaroo! Its strepitoso ending has the effect of turning full circle as
the opening chord of Riding the Comet’s Tail, repeated ever more obstreperously,
paradoxically ends the whole Thesaurus while bringing us back to its beginning.

And so, I circle back to the dedication at the top of this essay. My Father was present
at the first complete performance of the Thesaurus on December 11th 2004, at St.
Bartholomew’s Church in London. It would turn out to be his last visit to London, and the
last time he would hear any of my music performed live. For that reason, I feel that the
Thesaurus is inextricably tied with many of the memories I now carry of my Father: this
recording is thus dedicated to his memory.

Paul Pellay, 16 October 2011



a memo from the performer

I met the composer Paul Pellay when we were both students at the Royal Academy of Music.
At that time, although I was involved in performances of some of his music, we did not
develop a collaboration. That had to wait for some years. In 2002, the Deutsches Museum in
Munich invited me to present a concert specifically linked to their Astronomy Gallery. I had
made contact with Paul again, and invited him to write a miniature for solo violin for this
project. That year, the autumnal swing through the Perseid Comet Shower was particularly
impressive. Paul was inspired by this and wrote a spectacular 'short', a totally effective
virtuoso work couched in a spectacularly assured and individual language.

I was very excited by this piece, and asked Paul if he might consider writing some more. He
was oddly diffident at first. However, the reason for his hesitation soon became clear. "I
think," he said, "I think that I will be writing a lot more pieces – the floodgates are opening."
This, as it turned out, was a colossal understatement. Over the next two years, this germ of a
piece blossomed into a seven-book set of works – The Thesaurus of Violinistic Fiendishness,
one of the most colourful and technically challenging works ever written for the violin.

Paul has taught me such a lot about how the most autobiographical act of composition can
have enormous ‘reach’. This is a work of confessional depth, and yet the most personal
revelations are the most universal. The gradual unveiling of this work on the concert stage,
the discussions with Paul, and with audiences, around the world, about his music,
responding to its depth, its biting satire, its sense of wonder, has been one of the joys of my
musical life.

Peter Sheppard Skærved



The composer

Born in 1965 at Imperia, Italy, Paul Pellay moved to England in 1978. From 1980 to 1986 he
studied piano with Ronald Smith, after which he entered the Royal Academy of Music as a
postgraduate student in composition under Paul Patterson. From 1990 to 1993 he resided in
America, entering Memphis State University, where he continued his studies under John
Baur, Donald Freund and Kamran Ince.

His works have been performed in the UK, America, Mexico, France, Germany, Switzerland,
Denmark, Turkey, Macedonia, Albania and Australia, by artists such as John Bradbury
(clarinet), Shelly Sublett (oboe), Peter Sheppard Skaerved (violin), Richard Dubugnon (double
bass), the Helvet Quartet, the Kreutzer Quartet, the Nash Ensemble, members of the Paris
National Opera Orchestra, the City of London Sinfonia, the Britten Sinfonia, the
Cambridgeshire County Youth Orchestra and the Memphis Symphony Orchestra. Conductors
who have championed his music include Edward Gregson, Elgar Howarth, Lionel Friend,
Richard Hickox, Nicholas Cleobury, Roger Smalley, Ron Spigelman and Alan Balter.

He has been active as a freelance music editor, working with various composers and
publishers. He has been involved with school projects in Canterbury’s annual Sounds New
Music Festival in 1997-2000. From 2001 to 2003 he taught composition and orchestration at
Thames Valley University in London.

The performer

Peter Sheppard Skærved is the dedicatee of well over 200 works for solo violin, by
composers such as George Rochberg, Judith Weir, Michael Finnissy, Paul Ruders, and Hans
Werner Henze. He regularly appears as soloist in over 30 countries. His discography is
extensive, ranging from cycles of solo works by Beethoven, Reicha, Cui, and Telemann, the
complete quartets of David Matthews, Michael Tippett, and cycles of concerti from Haydn to
Henze. He is particularly noted for his performances of Tartini’s 30 solo sonatas, and for his
one-evening performances of the Bach Sonatas & Partitas.



‘PSS’ has won awards from the BBC Music Magazine, been nominated for a Gramophone
Award, as well as a GRAMMY for a concerto recording in 2007. He records for NMC,
Chandos, Naxos, Metier and Toccata. Director of an acclaimed series of concerts at Wiltons
Music Hall in London, Peter Sheppard Skærved is the founder and leader of the Kreutzer
Quartet and the Munich-based Ensemble Triolog. He regularly appears as director and
soloist with ensembles such as the Zagreb Soloists and Athelas Sinfonietta Copenhagen.]

Peter Sheppard Skærved is the only British violinist to have been invited to play on
Paganini’s violin ‘Il Cannone’ more than once (five times in particular) and gives recitals on
the historic instruments at the Library of Congress, Washington. He is also acclaimed for his
collaborative work with museums, working regularly with the British Museum, National
Portrait Gallery, Tate Galleries, Victoria and Albert Museum and worldwide. He plays on a
1698 Stradivari owned by Joseph Joachim from the collections of the Royal Academy of
Music.

For more details visit www.peter-sheppard-skaerved.com

The photographer

Born in Philadelphia in 1952, Richard Bram grew up in Ohio, Utah and Arizona. In 1984, he
decided to become a photographer. Building his early career in public relations, public
events, performance and portrait work, in 1986 he began a long collaboration with the
Louisville Orchestra. This led to a life-ling interest in working with classical musicians. After
moving to London in 1997, Richard concentrated on street photography and other personal
photographic projects.

A chance meeting at a friend’s dining table in Limehouse introduced him to violinist Peter
Sheppard Skærved. A close personal friendship resulted along with a continuing professional
collaboration that has led him to photograph musicians and composers in such far-flung
disparate locations as Ankara, Kosovo, Denmark and Nashville. Since 2008, he’s been living in
New York City, where you could easily encounter him on the streets with a camera in front
of his face.



Peter Sheppard Skærved performing the world première of the Thesaurus at the Church of
St. Bartholomew the Great.

The Thesaurus was recorded at the Church of St. John the Baptist, Aldbury on
23/24 August and 6 October, 2010
Producer: Peter Sheppard Skærved
Recording and Mastering Engineer: Jonathan Haskell (Astounding Sounds)
Musical Supervision: Paul Pellay
Photographs by Richard Bram – used with kind permission. All rights reserved
℗ 2012 Paul Pellay © 2012 Divine Art Ltd



Peter Sheppard Skærved appears as soloist or chamber musician on 11 other Metier
CDs in music from Beethoven to contemporary works.
Also on Metier are ten CDs by the Kreutzer Quartet of which Peter is first violin.

George Rochberg: Caprice Variation/Violin Sonata*
Metier MSV28521 (2CD)
Peter Sheppard Skærved with *Aaron Shorr (piano)
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