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            Introduction by Barney Norris

         

         Here is a play seven years in the making. Although for most of that time, we didn’t know we were making a play.

         In 2015 I was on tour with my dad. He’d written a piece called HengeMusic, for which I’d provided a cycle of poems that I read out at various points. We were performing this in abbeys and minsters in the company of four of the best saxophonists in the world, and the brilliant organist Sarah Baldock.

         For the first few gigs, I’d just enjoyed being on the road without thinking too much about what we were doing. We had some great adventures. The day we all went to visit Knowlton in Dorset, the ruined church-cum-yew-grove-cum-pre-Christian-stone-circle Dad had written his piece about, was the day of the vernal equinox, and we discovered to our delight that the Dorset Grove Druids celebrated the occasion there. I lay on the grass next to John Harle while he puffed on a cigar, and we watched dozens of people participating in a druidic ritual. The range of engagement was amazing to see – there was one man dressed all in crows’ feathers, and another whose cape had a shiny plastic collar that had clearly been purchased from a toy shop and intended as a Dracula costume, who kept popping behind the church to vape. After a while I walked round the stone circle to get a better listen to the main shaman, who was banging a drum and singing words I never did make out. I was stopped in my tracks by a druid called Dave, whose job was to prevent people from laughing at his mates. Dave became friendly when he understood I didn’t plan to laugh at him, but I got the impression that I wasn’t allowed any closer, so I ambled over to Dad and the band, lying in the grass, and after a while we got back in our cars and drove away. 6

         Experiences like these were all I was looking for on that project, but in Romsey, eating my tea outside the abbey, I started thinking about the music I was part of. And all my father’s music, as well. In the previous few years, he’d heard performances of his piano concerto, his symphony, a big oratorio, and now this. I realised he’d done more compositional work in the 2010s than he’d managed in the whole of the rest of his life. And I thought I should find a way to mark this.

         It’s been my dad’s fate to make a lot of work outside the cultural mainstream – because he was interested in different things and was committed to articulating his own particular cultural hinterland through his work. I’ve always looked up to that example of how to be an artist – I remember the playwright Leo Butler saying to me that a writer can only really work if the plays they want to see aren’t getting produced, if there’s an absence they need to fill, and I think I absorbed the idea from Kurt Cobain that success on the terms of the culture you’re trying to disrupt is more of a problem than an achievement. So I’ve always thought my dad’s commitment to ploughing his own furrow was a sign of integrity. But it has come at a cost. Every artist who’s found themselves outside the cultural consensus will know the cost I mean – the funding, the support, above all the appreciation that doesn’t come. It ought to drive us all mad. It drives me mad because I’m a storyteller, and my understanding of storytelling is that it’s a way of insisting everyone is equally remarkable, equally extraordinary; everyone deserves an equal hearing because there’s twenty-four hours in everyone’s day. Artistic fashion works against this principle. It privileges certain voices over others. It’s essential that we ignore it as best we can. Sitting outside Romsey Abbey, I thought one good way of ignoring it would be to do a book about my dad’s music.

         We wrote a book of interviews for the Welsh poetry publisher Seren, and were very proud to see it published in 2018. A year later, while my adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro’s 7The Remains of the Day was opening in Northampton, the artistic director there, James Dacre, asked me whether I thought the interviews could work as a play. Dad and I pitched up in December 2019 at Royal & Derngate’s rehearsal room, and started trying to answer his question.

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Chronicle & Echo

         

         
            
               Word by halting word I’m carving out

               a tentative idea of what I’m for

               that’s getting clearer as the days run down.

               It springs from not believing in myself,

               but in the self as palimpsest, as ghost.

               I start to think the purpose of the work

               is keeping ancient stories in the world,

               ensuring vanished love and vanished pain

               and grief and pride long vanished can live on.

               I am not anybody in myself,

               and don’t believe that anybody is –

               we are the sum of what has gone before,

               the intersection of a million lives.

               For my own part, I speak my grandparents

               to keep their voices sounding in the world.

               Now no one here can say what it was like

               for my grandmother to inherit cash

               from her boss at the poorhouse where she worked

               that bought the field where she would build her home

               with my grandfather, I am bound to know.

               And know the way the news got in that house

               through the wireless or the Chron and Ech,

               and how they were both proud of Errol Flynn

               because he grew up down the road from them.

               My uncle can still tell me how it felt

               to undertake a survey on a house

               in Buckby where his grandparents once lived,

               or walk up Borough Hill to point out lines

               of hedge our family must have once laid down,

               but all of that will also one day go,

               except the parts I manage to record.

               So I am carving here an argument 9

               that if all lives are equal, and deserve

               to get a hearing, helping us to learn

               the kind of ghosts and palimpsests we are,

               then it is duty that I should record

               the stories I have rescued from the fire

               of time, where all my ancestors have gone.
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            The Gift of Grieving

         

         
            
               I made this journey often

               while my grandparents were dying.

               Walking here I think of them,

               the tracks that I have followed,

               and find myself returning

               to a street beyond the ring road,

               cracked windows, boarded doorways,

               many gods in many churches,

               old boot jacks by the front steps,

               a bookshop left abandoned

               in the basement of a building

               padlocked shut as if forgotten

               by a plot of choking gravel

               that was once a music venue

               where the Beatles played Northampton,

               a French horn hanging lonely

               in the air above the doorway

               of a house that once sold music,

               the memory disappearing

               from the sign above the window

               where the old shop’s faded lettering

               is only ghostly visible,

               a car park where my uncle

               used to park when he was visiting

               his parents while they died.

               In the Lidl by the big road,

               a woman and her children

               are waiting at the checkout.

               Something makes them beautiful,

               the future shining round them.

               The woman who is paying

               tells the kid who takes the money 11

               that she cannot keep from drinking

               any booze she has at home,

               so she keeps it out her shopping.

               By the traffic lights beyond them,

               a young man in a wheelchair

               is being pushed back home.

               Strange to think a year ago

               I walked these streets in darkness

               and sucked up all the lamplight;

               today what I am losing

               is an ordinary evening

               watching other people’s dramas.

               Each minute’s a redrafting

               of the ones that came before them,

               each street a stage that’s clearing
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