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            Foreword

         

         It was late at night as, arm in arm, my friend Michèle Mendelssohn and I laughed and skipped down the path beside King’s College Chapel, past Gibbs Building and along the Backs. We were both postgraduates at Cambridge. I burst into one of my spontaneous nonsense songs and Michelini joined in:

         
            [image: ]

         

         We were singing for the pure joy of being alive, for the gift of friendship – and for all the adventures we knew, that night, were ahead of us.

         Twenty years later Michèle suggested that I write the book that I kept saying I wanted to write. Although I have kept a diary since I was twelve, jotted down this and that, written poetry, lyrics, shopping lists, set lists and libretti, contributed chapters to books, and even thought about writing a book, the reality of an entire book written by me alone seemed daunting. Books are for proper writers, people for whom the word is sacred.

         Then, just a few months later, the august publishing house Faber and Faber asked me if I might consider writing xa book. I was taken aback. My first shattering introduction to modern literature, poetry and plays occurred during my school-days and was almost entirely because of Faber – Harold Pinter, Sylvia Plath, Ted Hughes, Philip Larkin, T. S. Eliot. These writers’ words remain to me not only sacred, but as sacred as an eremite’s prayer.

         Since becoming a professional composer I have often longed to demystify the act of composing. I hope that by sharing stories of my working life alongside those of my personal life and upbringing I can encourage anyone from anywhere to make music. Any apprehensions I might have felt about my limits as a writer have been conquered by this consideration.

         There are many different types of writing in this book. A few chapters are drawn from essays, diaries and contributions to other publications or broadcasts. The reader should feel free to dip in and out of the book in the same way as I dip backwards and forwards chronologically. I have tried to avoid musical jargon wherever possible but when it appears, I have given explanations that I hope will lead to further exploration of the world’s infinite treasure trove of sound and music. What I write about my childhood is purely from my own direct experience and no one else’s. It is important to remember that each child in the same family can have strikingly different relationships and memories of those relationships.

         My parents are now dead and are no longer able to speak for themselves. In relating my experiences I have tried xito remain true to my thoughts and feelings as a child because at the time I felt unable to do so. It has not been an easy task to articulate these memories. I am aware that there are many children who find themselves separated from their parents for a variety of reasons – through custom, neglect, culture, death or necessity. May some of my words help other children and their parents.

         Writing this book has made me realise just how many questions I have to ask my mother, father, aunt and uncle, and just how much I have to thank them for my life in music.

         
             

         

         Errollyn Wallen

Strathy Point

January 2023
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            Egg

         

         
            
               Egg

               to Mora Beauchamp-Byrd 

            

            
               When you get there, you breathe out.

               And, I suppose, going by Darwin’s calculation,

               We did pretty well to travel this far,

               Through the seas of so many names –

               German, Abyssinian, Jewish, Scots,

               Spanish, Mayan.

            

            
               Family tree.

            

            
               Your name sounds French to me …

               And you sing the blues, Mademoiselle Longhair

               You sing the blues!

            

            
               So, friend, we are connected by ships,

               And rice, and sing-song stories of vanished mammas

               Who couldn’t be mammas to themselves

            

            
               And our new gleaming world,

               So nearly impossible. Blinding. Bejewelled. Impossible.

               Encircled. We are

               History circling. Forever. Impossible. 2

            

            
               For she is dancing fearful

               Jaguar whispers

               At our strong, smooth backs, and

               She is coming for us.

               She is

               History

            

            
               In an ermine coat.

               ‘Take what you need, girls.’

            

            
               And so, at last, we did.

            

            
               Before planes, telephones,

               Answer machines, paper.

            

            
               Or the knowledge of water

            

            
               Brought us again

               To this.

            

            
               *

            

         

         I am beginning this book carrying only what I can hold in my hands: manuscript paper, pencil, eraser, words to a friend that will open the latest work in progress – a solo show that opens soon.

         I am starting from now. Now I am folded into myself and my dreams are mixed with all the music I have ever written or will ever write. For I am writing time for myself. I am lost in time, making space. I am in the strange solitude of a composer. A midnight plane. 3

         ‘Why wait? Write something down.’ This is how it always starts. And then the sound of a dripping tap, a door slam, a motorboat, breathing, a distant laugh; all of this becomes material. You enter the subway of your unconscious and start writing from memory. You stay home all hours and share secrets with yourself. You get yourself to a point where you can’t turn back; you trick yourself; you sit still. I can’t turn back.

         
            *

         

         When I was nine I was walking along the road with my Uncle Arthur – we were on our way to Ridley Road Market to buy fruit and vegetables for the week. I told Uncle Arthur that I could hear ‘all these sounds in my head’ but I didn’t know what to do with them. Uncle Arthur suggested that perhaps I was a composer.

         I am a composer. A composer of classical music. As I read that sentence again, I am not completely sure how this happened to a girl born in Belize and brought up in Tottenham. My life has often felt as if I’ve been walking backwards and forwards through a maze of a thousand reflecting glass doors with no handles. Nevertheless, here I am. Composing found me. It crept up on me, tapped me on the shoulder, tackled me to the ground and wouldn’t let me out of its grasp. As a baby lying daydreaming and singing in my cot, or as a little girl, trailing off mid-sentence while talking to someone, as a fledgling dancer, moving to whatever music 4I heard, as a recalcitrant schoolgirl walking along the road singing intervals, making up imaginary television jingles for washing-up liquid as I stood at the sink doing chores for my parents, I always lived in a parallel world – gripped in the vice of the immortal, invisible world of music. As I dreamed about playing the piano, dreamed of myself as an opera singer on an imaginary stage, as the fire raged inside, I was composing. There has always been music and sound in my head and I have always tried to shape those sounds, whether consciously or unconsciously. I was making up music way before I recognised that that was my essential activity and purpose in life. I am glad that I didn’t ask permission for any of this as I would have faced even more derision and ridicule than I did. I am glad that I eventually gave myself the permission to do this thing, which, to me, is as natural as breathing.

          But it has made ‘normal’ life tricky.

         
            *

         

         There is not one way of being a composer, just as there is not one way of living on this earth, or of walking on it, but being a composer is a distinctive way of inhabiting and looking at the world:

         
            Tree. I am looking out of a window. I am looking at a tree. I am looking at a line of trees.

            To the edge of my vision is the Thames, a faint gash of 5blue-grey. People walk up and down the long path, passing the line of trees. Some limp, a few sway from side to side as they walk. A woman stops to check her phone. Three people stand chatting. Children skip and hop their way along the path. A dog leaps.

            What can you see? This is a question I ask my students when I instruct them to notate the rhythms of the movement of the wind in the trees.

            Everywhere is motion at thousands of different speeds. And that doesn’t include the layers upon layers upon multilayers of motion and micro-motion which is the River Thames.

         

         I tell my students that they can focus on a single leaf or the movement of a clump of leaves, a branch, the whole tree or the entire line of trees. I say, ‘Write down the rhythm of the movement that you see. You can collect these over several sessions. Come back next week with bars containing only rhythmic patterns; forget about pitches. This is a looking exercise.’

         
            *

         

         Because my acceptance as a composer has not been a straightforward journey (perhaps because of the colour of my skin and the ingrained perceptions of what a composer is and can be), in my work and teaching I feel impelled to fling wide open the doors on my world for others to walk through with me, sharing the pathways and practicalities 6of creating music, as well as illuminating the personal experiences that shape it. It gives me pleasure to share the joy.

         It is rare for me to keep a detailed record of the process of composing a piece right up to the performance but in a demonstrated talk I gave for ResCen (a research centre founded with fellow artists Ghislaine Boddington, Shobana Jeyasingh, Richard Layzell, Rosemary Lee and Graeme Miller) at Middlesex University and later at our conference NightWalking: navigating the unknown at the Southbank Centre, I decided to document, as honestly as I could, all the stages of composing and rehearsing a new work in order to shine a light on this activity for a non-specialist audience.

         Dervish is a piece that was inspired as much by the sound of the word as by its meaning. I worked my way into the music from the word ‘dervish’ and what it meant to me. Early in the year 2001 I had received a call from Matthew Sharp inviting me to compose a cello and piano piece for him to perform with Dominic Harlan at the Wigmore Hall. This piece would form part of a series of miniatures. Matthew is a dear friend and as he was speaking on the phone – asking me if I would compose something for him – I came up with a title immediately: Dervish. I had no idea where it came from but it was as if I immediately knew what sort of piece would capture his and Dominic’s personalities. I could somehow sense the piece without having a note of it written. From Matthew’s commission to the point of me 7actually sitting down and composing it was six months. To be precise, I started putting notes on the page only three weeks before the concert. Here is the programme note I wrote for it. It describes what I wanted to achieve:

         
            Dervish dances are different from many Westerners’ perception of them. There is absolutely no hedonistic wildness; the swirling skirts move from rapt and still devotion. An intense, trance-like state is where the music begins. I wanted to capture this atmosphere and also set it beside the passion that is in speed. The Sufi dance is solely for worship; my Dervish is in celebration of the rapturous sound of Matthew and Dominic playing together.

         

         In the months before composing the piece I’d listened to a recording of Turkish Sufi music and had been struck by how spellbindingly concentrated it was. You could hear that prayer was at the heart of it. At the time, I was finishing off an opera and was highly frazzled, yet there were just weeks to go before the Wigmore Hall concert. Would there be enough time for Matthew and Dominic to learn it?

         Once I move my attention to the actual notes, I am immersed in a world of almost overwhelming practicalities. Which instrument, which range, how long? Where in the programme? Where to put the page turns? How many beats to the bar? How loud, how soft? How fast, how slow? Errollyn, you are no longer alone in your head with your sound-dreaming; you are now in the world of humans, of 8fingers, breath and muscle. Knowing exactly who I am writing for greatly influences the music regarding what technical and expressive challenges I decide to set the performer. The personalities of the musicians will seep into the music in any case, so when composing for specific people I try to be sensitive to their qualities as human beings and to let those qualities inform what I compose.

         I rarely trace my process as closely as I did in these notebook jottings made while composing Dervish:

         – Matthew was leaving nice messages on my answer machine. By the ninth message I could detect the slightest quiver in his voice.

         – I sat down on 5 June and started simply in my notebook from Mexico. As I sat at the piano I could hear Matthew and Dominic’s sound in my head and I could see them performing in my mind’s eye. I love how Matthew plays high on the cello. He is also a singer and brings this experience to his playing. The piano’s first chord is a semitone and in this piece I seek ways to make the piano bend its notes the way a cello or any stringed instrument can. This bending, this getting between the cracks of notes, is what is so striking about Eastern music. Later in the piece I clash notes (a B against B flat, for instance, which gives the effect of microtones. The opening statement sets up the patterning of these tritones (a tritone – an interval of three whole tones – is considered the most enigmatic combination of two notes), which gives the piece a dreamlike quality, and I was also 9remembering the sound of the drum in the Sufi music I’d heard. Later, I made direct reference to this drum in my music by getting Matthew and Dominic to tap on the wood of their instruments.

         
            – In the early sketch I thought that I’d come back and fill in more gaps but I decided to see what the gaps sounded like. I had to keep reminding myself that instruments in the live, acoustic environment fill the space with their harmonics and breath. There seemed to be a lot of octave doubling and unison playing, something I don’t usually do.

            – Wrote bits that got chopped out as they proved extraneous. Everything needed to be condensed as Matt had asked for a 5-minute piece. I had to cut to the chase and find a way of instantly establishing and maintaining the atmosphere.

            – Started sending piece off in bite-sized chunks to Matthew and Dominic.

            – Read an account of Dervish dances by Will Self then forgot it. My Dervish is fantastical and not factual or musicological. Half-known or half-remembered things more easily liberate my imagination. Much thinking, listening and research can occur before I compose a work such as Dervish but when it comes to the actual committing of notes on a page I have to push the facts aside, accepting the filter of my whole self, with all its predilections and foibles, and embark on a spree of invention – fuelled though it is by knowledge.

            – Whirling section. Half of me wanted to avoid a mad, fast bit as being too obvious. But … I went there. Wondered if it might sound a bit bald. In the sketches I see that this section 10was much shorter and later I introduced its repeat with a key change. I had also thought of doing something different in the piano part. Matthew and Dominic played it down the phone to me and when we got together we experimented with various types of bowing and piano articulation.

            – Time was fast running out, so I switched to writing straight onto my computer from the piano then editing it. Rather than from handwritten sketch book to computer. A few mistakes in cutting and pasting actually improved the piece. Time was running out.

            – Wanted to end the piece drifting into the air, as if it could still be going on somewhere …

            – Rehearsal with Matthew and Dominic a couple of days before Wigmore Hall. Worked a lot on getting the right sort of glisses.*

            – Concert. June. Not sure it was good enough. Bit depressed.

            – October. Purcell Room concert and rehearsals. In rehearsals talked more about the atmosphere we were trying to create. Asked Dominic to try knocking piano at different places. Asked Matthew to look at the rising harmonic glisses as in bar 43. Added one little bar towards end to make the phrase more asymmetric, less expected – bar 158 (I think). This section had been bugging me since the Wigmore Hall concert. In the Southbank Centre concert we ran my opening piano piece (Louis’ Loops) into Dervish and worked out the different states of lighting to change mood from me to Matt and Dom. 11

            – Recording at Potton Hall. Dominic and Matthew asked for a night-time slot to help with the vibe. They had wanted to spend part of the day walking by the sea to prepare. Piece continued to grow at each take, not least with the startling revelation that pp made the opening truly work at last. A world of difference between p and pp.† Turned pages for Dominic in the live room and witnessed the intense concentration and electricity between Matthew and Dominic. Worried that my presence might inhibit them, but they’re true performers and relish connecting to the ether.

         

         Dervish was recorded on my album The Girl in My Alphabet and has been performed all over the world by different musicians. As I sit reading my account of composing Dervish years later, there are performances scheduled by Yo-Yo Ma and Kathryn Stott in South Korea and Japan. I will never compose a piece quite like this again. I had wanted to put a secret message in the work to someone I was enamoured of as well as wanting to encapsulate my response to Sufi music. I believe these things give the work a special energy.

         
            *

         

         One of the less discussed aspects of musical composition is the way in which the performers influence the journey of a piece after the work has been composed. That is not to say 12that the score isn’t precisely notated and the conception fully worked out and made clear by the composer in terms of the notes on the page but rather that the performers bring their individual personalities, their lifetime of thought, interpretative experience and technical prowess to breathe further life into the work. Without fully acknowledging and embracing this stage the composer’s development is hampered. For a composer the rehearsal period often feels like starting again from the beginning. It can be a nerve-racking time; all the dreams and hopes and doubts that are the foundation on which music is built are laid bare – in sound. The composer has to wait patiently (and with empathy) for the musician or musicians to learn the music. But by listening to a musician learn a work, aspects of the now disappeared world of its stumbling creation – those hesitant, hidden corners – come back into view. All the questions a performer asks me as they are learning a work force me to think about how clearly I have notated the music in the first place.

         Several years ago I accompanied a friend, the viola player Rita Porfiris, to Miami where she was rehearsing with the New World Symphony, conducted by Michael Tilson Thomas. As usual, I had music to write for some urgent deadline so I would grab a practice room when it became free and compose there. All around me was the sound of practising of individual instrumental parts of the orchestral music due to be performed in a few days’ time. Passages repeated over and over, at different speeds, slow notes turning into fast, repeated again and again with varied phrasings 13and dynamics. And there and then it fully came home to me that I was eavesdropping on the secret life of devotion of a musician, the lifetime of thought and private, solitary preparation. All this before a new work is presented for the first time to an audience. All this before even a tried-and-tested, centuries-old work is presented to an audience.

         On hearing a new work for the first time a composer can be full of doubt as well as optimistic anticipation and, as happened with the first performance of Dervish, I was not entirely sure of the work’s construction as it contained things I hadn’t tried before. Now, years later, after hearing it performed by countless cellists and pianists, I would not change a note. To hear Dervish live and breathe in so many ways, to hear the kaleidoscope of timbres and colours brought to bear by performers, has been an education. The rehearsal period with Matthew and Dominic was a life class for me and I will always be grateful for their frankness and honesty. The piece exists because of their unique energy, love and commitment.

         
            *

         

         One does not always work with friends. As a recovering shy and lumpy introvert, I’ve had to find ways of walking into rehearsal rooms and concert halls without immediately turning round and bolting for the door, although I still find it surprising the way my enthusiasm for music actually overrides any awkwardness as everyone in the room settles into 14the shared endeavour of music-making. I remember walking into a rehearsal for a work for two orchestras. I was full of trepidation since one of these orchestras was quite poorly behaved – rude and disrespectful to the conductor and clearly not inclined to play my new work – but I had counselled myself beforehand to smile whenever possible and to say thank you … a lot. I was astonished at the difference it made to the atmosphere in the room to put my own nervousness to one side in order to convey my genuine thanks to everyone.

         It isn’t enough to spend months or years composing a piece of music; the composer must sometimes bring hundreds of people with them through how they carry themselves. A composer must often persuade, cajole. Yet we have no training for this. I did my theory exams, studied orchestration, practised ten hours a day, read books, wrote essays, analysed scores, attended lectures, concerts, masterclasses, auditions, rehearsals; but it would also have been invaluable to have had, as part of the course, the opportunity to study psychology, anthropology, geology, philosophy – and to have gone into therapy – in order to understand oneself and others better, and to make sure of being fully equipped with the requisite amount of emotional intelligence. But we tend to stay inside, in small rooms, while we reside in the lonely palaces of our minds.

         
            * Gliss = glissando, a note that slides – think swanee whistle!

            † p = piano (quiet) and pp = pianissimo (very quiet).
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            Beginnings

         

         
            You walk towards light when you listen, when you pray, when you look out, when you love, when you put your hands on the keys – like this.

         

         
            *

         

         She had a stern, cold uncle as another absent father. Her aunt sent out for jellied eels every Sunday and her parents were set free in New York. Things couldn’t carry on in that Tottenham-tense atmosphere without something breaking. Eventually they all splintered off into harsh, fragmented lives. She tried suicide first.

         Her aunt is making her stand up against the wall. She is three years old. Her aunt is trying to cure her of what she doesn’t realise is her African heritage – a sticky-out bum. ‘Don’t stick out your bottom, Linny. That’s it – try to press all of your back against the wall.’

         Her uncle is saying, as she is about to leave to go to school, ‘Look at you. You’re slovenly – call that cleaning the kitchen floor?’ He beat her for throwing away a piece of soap that had fallen into the dustbin. She must have been about ten years old.

         Now her father is dead and her uncle is grief-stricken into Alzheimer’s.

         She loved her family.

         She survived her family.
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            Christmas Eve 2020

         

         An early-evening drive from Thurso to Strathy listening to the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge, tells me that another year is coming to an end. There is a particular point, just after crossing the border from Caithness to Sutherland, where the landscape suddenly opens up wide and becomes wilder. The sky is enormous. The clouds roll across the mountains in the gloaming and the dark calls out to the deer and small creatures huddled in holes. I drive through Reay, Melvich, then straight on to Strathy Point.

         A solitary eagle wheels and I drop off my presents to my friends Patsy and Don. The drive from them to the lighthouse on the narrow pot-holed single-track road takes me even further out to sea. Maybe I will put up some decorations for my own eyes. After a week of tense contractual negotiations for my latest opera, I am ready to sink into the peace of this place. No one else is here except for me. I hoover and then admire my new chair made by a local craftsman out of a single birch tree.

         Later, after watching Carols from King’s on BBC Two, I learn that all the choral scholars were quarantined because of Covid-19 and that the King’s Singers were brought in with just one day to learn the music before filming. I am particularly moved by the service this year with its absence 17of congregation and I remember the completely empty Albert Hall I sat in for the premiere of my piece Jerusalem: our clouded hills, at the Last Night of the Proms just a few months ago. I silently toast Christmases past and those to come. My mother’s birthday was yesterday.

         It is peaceful here, yet I am aware of the increasing danger all around the world. The United Kingdom has finally made a post-Brexit deal with Europe the same day that my old passport is returned in the post, now useless. My new one is blue.

         The Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols offers comfort. Each mouthful of music is remembered as carols we sang as children. I reflect on the many boxes of Haribos I sent the boys of the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge, after they had recorded my EP (Peace on Earth, See that I am God and PACE) last June for release this November. It was one of the last recordings made by their musical director, Stephen Cleobury.

         Like so many people, I get tense coming up to landmark days: Christmas, New Year, birthdays, anniversaries. We can do nothing about the relentless ticking countdown. Earlier in the Co-op I watched a grandmother fretting over which chocolate to buy for herself as a treat for Christmas. She seemed fractious; her grandson was patient and loving, as if he understood that she felt so keenly the piercing grimace of time. My questions to myself include, ‘Have I been alive enough?’; ‘Have I paid sufficient attention?’ I decide to commit to five hundred words of this book every 18single day. I commit to writing it as I write music. Two different parts of the brain will have to accommodate each other somehow.
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            Do It

         

         Do it. Do it. Do it. Stop. Stop thinking. Don’t stop to think.

         Bad luck.

         Trick yourself or be forced into writing something very fast and you will see just how quickly you become an animal. All nerve endings and responses, ears on wire stalks.

         You know it all already. 

         
            *

         

         Once upon a time there was a little girl who was forced to make her own way in life from an early age. Her mother gave her up to an aunt and uncle living in England and went to live with her husband (the little girl’s father) in New York. The little girl learned to field the emotional demands of four adults who behaved like noisy toddlers one minute and then would suddenly become very strict and beat the little girl the next. The grown-ups told the little girl that she was stupid, lazy, slovenly and ugly, and that she would never amount to anything – she would certainly never get married or have children. Her job was to look after them – make breakfast, clean the stove before school, fetch tea and coffee, clean the floor, wash the dishes, do the laundry, pick up all the bits from the carpet, look after her younger siblings and never ever answer back. ‘Children should be seen and not heard’ 20is what her uncle would say. The little girl was scared of her uncle. Uncle Arthur. The little girl’s job, as the eldest, was to wear sensible colours (brown and navy blue), help her sisters cross the road and to assuage her mother’s guilt at leaving her children by doing everything she could for her aunt, Renee, who she called Kenee or Kene. The little girl loved her aunt so much, even when her aunt told her that she was nothing special and that other girls she knew did much more at home to help their mothers, like making Sunday dinner. The little girl never ever answered back.

         Often the little girl would come home from school to see her aunt sitting on the couch, looking very sad, staring and smoking into space. When her uncle came home the air would hold its breath because if there was too much salt in the rice or if the dinner was late the uncle’s quiet, simmering anger and resentment would shudder throughout the whole house. It was best to keep out of his way.

         One Saturday the uncle was making the girls their lunch of soup and coffee. There was laughter. The coffee was made in a percolator on the gas stove. The uncle took the percolator off the stove and poured it into the little girl’s cup but most of it was pouring, accidentally, onto her leg. The little girl was too frightened to call out ‘Stop!’ and sat there in agony. Eventually she had to get up and ran into the garden so that she could cry.

         
            *

         

         I know what I’ve done.
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            Intuition

         

         Nelson’s Victory

         I am looking for something. Like a private detective or an unwisely curious explorer, I have the faintest scent, a curling wisp on the air, a trill caught in the breeze as I bend to tie up a shoelace. I am looking for something I have neither seen nor smelled before. But how, in the myriad of possibilities of sound and combinations of sound, will I know when I have found it? And why am I looking for it in the first place? In these early stages of a work, when all I know is the timescale and date of the first performance, it is as if I am inching my way down a long, misty road. Trees hang their frowsy heads in the wind, reaching out rheumy, breaking fingers to each other in order to keep safe. Tired and alone I am caught up in the limits of my body. Half blind I navigate the unknown. Eventually, after I have become accustomed to the overwhelming solitude and have surrendered hope of finding anything at all, I begin to see sparkling patterns dancing right ahead of me on the path. My heart leaps. I squint and they are gone. I rub my eyes. What can I do to bring them back? Did they go away or is it just that I can’t see them any more? Maybe I never saw them in the first place.

         Intuition, as I once copied down from a long-forgotten dictionary, is ‘the power of the mind by which it immediately 22perceives the truth of things without reasoning or analysis; a truth so perceived, immediate, instinctive knowledge or belief’. Intuition is a ‘knowingness’. Knowing when something is right or wrong, knowing when a piece of work is finished or needs revising. Knowing when the joins don’t join. Intuition is an awareness of patterns, above and below the surface, seen and unseen, heard and unheard. For me, the act of intuiting can involve doing nothing – listening, waiting (like Lara and her alethiometer in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy) and just being alive to the moment. It is the mental leap that takes us out of ourselves, allowing us to connect to atavistic principles and to a collective unconscious. When a work is completed, however, amnesia sets in and I forget the details of the intuitive process.

         I often dive into composing a piece of music without consciously knowing the structure. I believe and trust in my intuition and the fact that I do know at a deep and non-linguistic level exactly what it is that I want to achieve. I have learned that starting is what is important and that it is how one manipulates the material that defines the process. It doesn’t lessen the fear that is concomitant with voyaging out into new terrain, but the knowledge that intuition will be my compass and companion in the wild maze of creation is a source of reassurance.

         When I was a young girl, I remember reading a biography of a composer whom I greatly admired. I came across a passage in which the biographer described one of the composer’s abilities as being able to ‘see the wood for the trees’. 23This made a significant impact on my own thinking and approach to music-making and I have realised that I am best able to ‘see the wood’, that is, to have an overview, a bird’s-eye view, of a work by using intuitive perception. I tried to activate this perception when composing my large-scale work Our English Heart. This work demonstrates intuition in operation at various levels. Looking back at this work I can see the influence of intuition on historical research, social perception and interpretation, in the writing of words, music and in musical structuring. This reveals to me the interplay between intuition and learned craft – tuition.

         Our English Heart is scored for soprano, men’s chorus and orchestra and lasts approximately thirty-five minutes. It was co-commissioned by George and Janette Wilkins and the BBC to commemorate the two hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar and the death of Admiral Lord Nelson on 21 October 1805.

         It was a work that required a level of historical research before I wrote a note. I knew very little about Nelson and his naval or amorous adventures, but my fascination with the sea has been a continuing source of inspiration for me. This was a different sort of commission from most of my others in that it was a ‘public’ piece, marking a major historical event, as opposed to a work based around a set of preoccupations of my own choosing. My work was to be broadcast live from Portsmouth Cathedral on BBC Radio 3 in a concert commemorating Trafalgar Day. Because of the historical focus and the narrative aspect of the work, I 24initially considered working with a writer who would provide me with a text, but in the end I wrote and compiled the text myself as well as composing the music. I wanted to let the music drive the text and to be free to react quickly and instinctively to the material as it grew and changed. I have increasingly realised that the raw material of my compositions very often gives rise to the structure of a work, enabling it to grow organically. This organic growth ensures that the macro is related to the micro and this supports my desire to create a finished entity that is authentic. Our English Heart presented new challenges for me, and in these relatively constrained circumstances when I was not completely free to follow my own predilections regarding subject matter, how would intuition play a part in my process?

         Every new work involves decisions about how one is going to use that particular opportunity and how long that piece will take to write. Before I began Our English Heart I knew that I wanted to try something new – to give myself a sea of time, time I could luxuriate in, time to do the very best I could, time to refine. I decided to stop many other activities, including performing, so that I could place all my focus on creating this new work. For a freelance musician this was a hard decision, but I knew, both rationally and intuitively, that unless I seized, with both hands, this rare opportunity to write for huge forces, I would miss out on a new journey of discovery. I wanted to give myself time to really ‘finish’ this work, to allow time for the fine-tuning of details. 25

         I feel things before I understand them. I walk towards a sound before I can hear it. I can know what a work is before I find the notes. So it was with Our English Heart. Before starting I had a strong sense of the atmosphere of the work without knowing anything of the structure or the details of its harmonic and melodic language. I imagined the sea swirling through the orchestra; I heard in my head the texture of voices pitted against that sound. There was a notion about a variety of new techniques to learn and employ carried over from previous works – it is as if each work I compose seems to open up new questions and technical possibilities for the work to follow. All this as well as the usual, fervent wish to make this my best work so far. But how would I construct the sea in musical notes? What words would I put into the mouths of the men at sea and the woman left at home?

         The act of composing, while being an act of faith, determination and imagination, also involves active learning. One learns by doing and many of the problems to be solved are set by oneself and are thus unique to that particular musical situation. So, while intuition enables the possibility of ‘knowing’, one has to discover the ‘making’ skills required to bring forth the known. One example of this, in Our English Heart, was in the battle scene (bars 382–500). I had to find a way of conveying the tension before battle commenced and the bloody chaos and noise of the battle itself, culminating in the fatal gunshot that was to kill Nelson. It took a while to build patterns that would be perceived as random, reinforced by the percussion, signifying cannon and gunshots. 26The use of ostinato, counterpoint and vivid ever-changing orchestral colours were all techniques used but the details were built up instinctively, note by note.

         When I work, it is as if I am operating in two different dimensions. My head is spinning among the billions of stars while my feet are wedged firmly in mud. I navigate between these two worlds by listening to the voice of magic, spurring me on to think and bring forth the impossible, and then there is the ‘sensible’ voice of distrust, constantly urging me to think of practicalities. Most major leaps in the learning curve happen through hearing what you have composed. For me, it is important to try new things in every piece and then to listen carefully in rehearsal, so that I can fully gauge whether or not my calculations have worked. Throughout my life I am conscious of building an ever-growing catalogue and mental archive of sounds. This happens through taking risks, which for me come from ‘composing with a hunch’ and lead to the formulation of new ideas and new sound worlds.

         In creating a new work one is often working backwards, from an imaginary sound world where everything is perfect, sparkling and bright, a world of pure energy, through to its actualisation. In the case of Our English Heart, this meant months of drudgery, uncertainty and painfully slow progress even in the act of refining and detailing. But in those months, there was also the opportunity to explore other composers’ music to see how they had solved particular problems. 27

         There were two works close to hand while I was composing Our English Heart – Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ and Britten’s opera Billy Budd. I knew that strong melodies and evocative textures in the foreground and background would play an important part in my new work. In studying Wagner, I admired the way that the texture of the accompaniment, the woodwind trills and string figuration, gives this piece its thrilling excitement – even though it is the famous tune in the brass that we remember. In Billy Budd I wanted to look at Britten’s handling of male voices with an orchestra, as those were my forces too. I was also very much interested in his particular use of percussion in evoking both the sea and naval life on a ship in 1805 – the same year as the Battle of Trafalgar.

         What makes a composer turn one way and not another? What led me to alight on certain scenes to set and not others? I believe in using curiosity, chance and everyday synchronicities as my guide in learning. Most things we need to learn are at our fingertips, particularly with the resource of the Internet. A lot of research for Our English Heart was carried out on the Internet, right down to investigating what music was played on Nelson’s ship, HMS Victory, before the Battle of Trafalgar commenced. But it was the actual and physical – not the virtual – that gave me the strongest drive to write my work: the visit to the Victory with my commissioners, George and Janette Wilkins, who also lent me rare books containing Nelson’s letters to Emma Hamilton; and the trip to meet Clive Richards who owned the largest 28private collection of Nelson memorabilia. There I held the last letter from Emma Hamilton to Lord Nelson and looked at everything from signal books written and drawn in by the sailors themselves, to Nelson’s silverware. These were the significant, formative experiences that led me to include and highlight specific historical moments. I wanted to find a way of connecting these events and figures from history to those people living today who remember and revere them.

         What makes writing and speaking about intuition difficult is that it is essentially non-linguistic. We use words such as ‘hunch’, ‘gut feeling’ and even ‘gift’ to describe a sensation of knowledge from deep within ourselves. I believe that we are all born with it in abundant supply but we are encouraged to shut it off as we get older and we gradually lose touch with our younger, more instinctive and truthful selves. As an adult I find that the best work I do is first thing in the morning, when the last remaining blankets of sleep are still on me. That is when I make the sharpest decisions and feel most fully ‘in the zone’ of creativity. Finding my way as an artist has meant that I work to my own dictates, and I have chosen a life where I can have the maximum freedom to explore and to learn. And each work requires different working methods. When I was composing Our English Heart, it felt right that I should work for a short period first thing in the morning, immediately after breakfast, before I got dressed or embarked on daily rituals, interfacing with the world. I found that in this alert yet relaxed state many compositional problems were solved 29and many new pathways opened up. And I could carry on thinking about them throughout the day.

         I used this method in refining the end section of Our English Heart, which took a long time to get right. It is only twelve bars long, but I played around endlessly with the words and notes of the soprano’s last entrance and with the heterophonic burbling figurations in the orchestra, which were designed to evoke a different sea, a twenty-first-century sea. The work had to feel as if it were coming to a close, but a closure of hope and tranquillity. The harmony was relatively static, but it was the details that would make it work. I used the percussion very differently here and introduced gentle, ringing sounds. As in the battle scene, I contrived to make everything sound spontaneous – guided by instinct for the atmosphere required and advised by the technique of my training. I grew grateful for these mornings.

         I believe that it is my responsibility as an artist constantly to evaluate and adapt my working methods. One has to be aware of one’s temperament and I find that I sometimes have to trick myself in order to get the best from myself. This is where intuition plays an important part. There are times when my concentration span is short and there are other times when I can work steadily and undistracted for long hours. Taking the advice of a friend, I used a stopwatch when composing Our English Heart and decided on a minimum number of hours I would work each day in order to complete the work by the deadline. I could thus accommodate my short bursts of compositional activity, knowing 30that I would get the required amount of time in and not be caught out by a last-minute scramble to the deadline. For all the wonderful ideas I might have, for all the thinking and dreaming I might do, my thoughts would be realised only through sitting down and putting the notes onto the page. What is written gets heard. What is not notated doesn’t get played. It is simply not heard.

         The hard fact of notes on a page is what remains of the storm of ideas. That’s not to deny that thinking and pondering occur all the time but to reaffirm that using Western notation to write music to be performed by others takes time and foresight. Deciding how one is going to actualise the formless inspiration involves the day-to-day ‘housework’ – the placing of one note after another. I roughly estimate that in Our English Heart there are over a hundred thousand notes, all of which need to be placed in the right order. At the end of a work I sometimes calculate how long it would take me simply to copy out that work in an automatic fashion, without the sweat of making it up. In the case of Our English Heart it could take up to a couple of months. For labour on that scale I believe one has to keep checking in with oneself to ensure that the ideas and fundamental conception are worth the time and effort.

         I have chosen a life of searching: searching for questions, answers and an artistic habitat where I can be myself and create freely, happily, looking for opportunities where I can continue to grow. It has been my own intuition as to what I need that has made that life possible. We are all, to 31varying degrees, caged beings, whether we make those cages ourselves or whether we are locked into them involuntarily or lacking noticing. We can all find ourselves without control. Writing music is thinking in time and, often, thinking in public. When I was composing Our English Heart I confronted the reality of this and was able to grow comfortable with its awesomeness because, in this instance, the story of Lord Nelson, Lady Hamilton and the Battle of Trafalgar is so well known. Before I wrote a note, the story was familiar to many, which meant I didn’t have the burden of explaining my characters and situation but could concentrate on casting my own light on history. The work is shaped in a single movement that falls into several sections. This form grew through instinct and I responded to the pictures in my head rather like a film-maker. Music is experienced by the listener in linear time – the same domain as for a film, and I soon decided to approach the structure of my new work as if I were making a film: the work moves from scene to scene, and from one emotional state to another. I wanted to depict the drama in its actual, imagined moment and to convey the atmosphere and sensation of life at sea and the feeling of passion and personal sacrifice.

         I started composing first at the piano. The piano is my instrument and it is the best instrument for working out harmonies. I start by improvising, playing around with the notes and possibilities I find beneath my fingertips. The work begins with a short orchestral introduction, evoking the majesty and nobility of the sea and of victory. As in 32Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’, I use the brass for the main theme and employ the woodwind and strings for flourishes and swooping figuration. The next section (from bar 28) sees the entrance of the male voices accompanied by the cellos and basses. I heard these voices as those of Nelson’s sailors. They sing of the terror and uncertainty of being at sea, knowing that they must do their duty:

         
            
               The sea craves us,

               The waves taunt us,

               The wind calls for us.

               Do your duty, sailors, hoist the pennant. Heave, heave-ho,

               Hold to the sea.

            

         

         The work is about an episode in British history when to be a hero was to be a man who carried word through to deed in epic fashion and in the unquestioning service of his country. But I needed to show both the public and private moments – the tough and the tender. Horatio Nelson, Emma Hamilton and Nelson’s sailors on the Victory are at the centre of the piece and the research I did enabled me to connect with these historical (and near-mythical) characters as real, living human beings.

         As there are innumerable composers, so there are myriad ways of working. I believe each composer starts on the physical work of a piece (by that, I mean physically putting the dots on the page) at varying points along the way to completion. For some, the conscious working-out of possible 33pathways is important before they start the work proper and these people make sketches. For others all the gestation is done, sometimes unconsciously, in their heads, so that when they sit down, as in the case of Mozart, it is simply a matter of getting the notes on the page quickly enough.

         Personally, I regard each new work as an adventure and try to come to each piece as if I am an alien from outer space and am discovering music for the first time. I take nothing for granted, whether it is a scale or a chord, an interval or a phrase, an instrument or a hemi-demi-semiquaver, a style or a genre. I see my job as making sure that each note within my piece has earned its place and is there for an irrefutable reason. The experience of writing that work should bring me greater knowledge, illumination and understanding. I am aware of a sense of having worked a great deal out beforehand, but in a wholly non-verbal manner – in fact, in a manner that eludes any language. It is as if I have mentally worked through and rejected various sets of materials and possible pathways, all of which will impact on the overall essence of a piece, before I sit down at my piano. Therefore, when I start the physical realisation of a work, or when I think I start, I have actually already started. The strength of my conviction in making crucial decisions leads me to believe that this is so.

         Right now, I find myself thinking about an opera that will be performed next year. Running through my mind, unbidden, are glimpses of the sound world. The metallic cry of electric guitars seemed incongruous at first but my mind 34is connecting the strands of ideas in the story so that the orchestration itself connects with every detail of the emotional logic of the opera. It is as if I start with the sound and work backwards for its reasoning during the actual sitting-down at my desk. Intuition is the snapshot – the flash of insight – and the craft is in the slow unpacking of that flash.

         When I was a fledgling composer I placed greater value on inspiration and ideas. It was working on Our English Heart that confirmed a change of approach. I dived headlong into the piece and let my intuitive sense guide me. I was able to witness the role of intuition even in the drudgery of the work. I would be working on a passage and would get a nagging feeling. I learned to trust that this physical discomfort was almost always due to the fact that there was a small detail in an earlier part of the piece that just wasn’t right. It could be one note within a flourish of a myriad of notes that might barely be perceived amid the whole orchestra, but until it was fixed I couldn’t concentrate on the current passage.

         As I continue to work as a composer, I grow ever more to trust my physical reaction to sound and to my working process. Physical motion is a crucial part of a day’s work. It solves problems. It is no accident that walking is so important to composers, mathematicians, philosophers, writers. I also find that washing up is very good for switching down the gears of conscious thinking and allowing intuitive thought free rein. Just recently, while stopped at a red light in my car, I was caught by the rhythms of the vibrations of 35the engine. I listened, captivated, and I am sure that one day those ever-changing patterns will find their way into a piece. The wonder of sound is all around us.

         As I put the last note into the score (an ecstatic coda that grows out of a solemn section depicting Nelson’s funeral), I happened to look out of my window in Greenwich, overlooking the River Thames, at the very moment a black-canopied barge passed by on the water. I knew it was Nelson’s funeral barge. Historical accounts tell us that it arrived at Greenwich on 23 December 1805 and that Nelson’s body lay in state in the Painted Hall at Greenwich from 5 to 7 January 1806. More than fifteen thousand people came to pay their respects and many more were turned away. Nelson’s body was then taken from Greenwich up the Thames to Whitehall on 8 January. The next day it was taken through the streets, filled with twenty to thirty thousand people, to St Paul’s Cathedral. Was what I had just glimpsed, by chance, a rehearsal for the re-enactment for 21 October? But it was not yet October … Whatever it was that I had seen, I took it to be a magical sign that my work, commemorating one of the greatest naval heroes, was done.

         In short, intuition, perception and craft are the essential ingredients for inspiration and spontaneity. For me, intuition is about seeing patterns that are already there and about creating new ones; perception is about understanding how to apply them and craft is the development of technique in order to communicate. All three provide the space and satisfactory environment for inspiration to flourish. The 36greatest enemy of intuition is fear. We don’t always want to see or hear what is in front of us. We don’t always trust the light of our calling. But there is endless treasure if we can but dare to walk the path that opens up for each of us individually, alone.
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