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    Introduction


    Anthony Burgess’s brilliance as an essayist and passion for music are united in this collection, the most complete compilation to date of his writings on music. The Devil Prefers Mozart comprises seventy-five chapters of essays, reviews and letters plus the occasional interview or transcription. Approximately a tenth of the entries are published here for the first time, with most of the previously published items drawn from the Observer (16), The Listener (9), The Times (2) and The Times Literary Supplement (11), the New York Times (4) and New York Times Book Review (1), as well as the Independent, the Guardian, the Spectator, the Daily Mail, the Evening Standard, the Musical Times, Classical Guitar, High Fidelity and a few other publications. Several essays were published in Italian translation in Corriere della Sera (8) and in French translation in Harmonie-Panorama Musique (2) or its successor, Harmonie hi-fi conseil (1). Except for the omission of ‘Shaw as Musician’ from One Man’s Chorus, whose content overlaps with ‘Tuned to the Future’ (since both are reviews of the same edition of George Bernard Shaw’s music criticism), all essays on music previously published in Homage to QWERT YUIOP (But Do Blondes Prefer Gentlemen?) and One Man’s Chorus are included in this volume.


    The book is structured in five parts, with the chapters in each (except Part II) arranged more or less chronologically according to when they were written. Part I, Musical Musings, is a varied assortment of writings on topics ranging from Shakespeare in Music to Punk to Beatlemania. Part II, Composers and Their Music, is arranged by composers’ dates, from Claudio Monteverdi to Kurt Weill. Part III, Burgess and His Music, comprises a varied assortment of essays, articles, letters, programme and liner notes, plus an interview. Part IV, Performers and Performances, and Part V, Opera, consist mainly of essays, articles, and reviews. The commentary at the end of the volume aims to contextualize each chapter with pertinent background information.


    Conjoining entertainment with education, Burgess’s prose sparkles with wit and erudition. Many texts are on his favourite subjects: Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner, opera, his own musical compositions, and the relation between words and music. There is an emphasis on British composers – especially Elgar, Holst, Walton and Britten – and authors especially connected with music, such as Shakespeare, Shaw and Joyce. We are reminded of (or first learn about) composers such as Cowen, MacCunn and Mackenzie; entertainers such as Gracie Fields, Bombardier Billy Wells and Tony Hancock; and films by Charlie Chaplin, Ken Russell and Luchino Visconti. Of particular interest are the essays, reviews and letters related to those musicians whom Burgess knew personally – John Sebastian, Larry Adler and Yehudi Menuhin – and the references to and exchanges with the music journalist Hans Keller, who got under Burgess’s skin like no one else.


    My acquaintance with many of these texts dates back to my research in the late 1990s and early 2000s for A Clockwork Counterpoint: The Music and Literature of Anthony Burgess, in which many of them are cited. Since the publication of that book in 2010, evidence has emerged that contradicts certain autobiographical myths that Burgess propagated for decades; Simon Johnson’s landmark archival research, cited in the commentary on Chapter 47, The Making of a Writer, is of especial importance, setting the record straight about the ‘Beautiful Belle Burgess’. The scores of numerous Burgess compositions that were considered lost when A Clockwork Counterpoint was published have been located since, including the Sonata for Violoncello and Piano in G Minor (1945); Concerto for Flute, Strings & Piano in D Minor (1951); Rhapsody for Bass Tuba and Orchestra (ca. 1991); and two pieces for harmonica and guitar composed for John Sebastian (1972). While detailed musical description and analysis of these works would exceed the scope of this volume, most are mentioned as they relate to particular writings.


    Burgess has his quirks and shortcomings. He is certain that when Lady Macbeth urges the Thane of Cawdor to ‘Screw your courage to the sticking-place’, she alludes to the tuning of a lute (which may not be the case) and that there’s a von in Hans Richter’s name (there isn’t). Beethoven did not include so-called ‘Turkish music’ (extra percussion beyond timpani) for the first time in his Ninth Symphony, François Habeneck was not conducting Berlioz’s Benvenuto Cellini when he took out his snuffbox, Leopold Stokowski was not originally named Stokes, and Cathy Berberian does not sing ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’ on Stravinsky: The Recorded Legacy. But such minor lapses (which are all identified and explained) do not greatly diminish the overall pleasure of this book, which combines interesting subject matter, strong opinions and stylistic elegance in a way meant to appeal to a wide range of readers interested in music. And then there are the words! The Burgessian vocabulary encompasses such terms as theodician, multiguous, parthenogenetical, stichomythia, quinquennium, apodemoniosis, and apothaneintheloish. These are defined in the notes, but readers who recoil at such sesquipedalian extravagance may want to head for the exit now.


    A word about style. The reader is kindly asked to accept this book’s stylistic inconsistency as an unavoidable consequence of the way it straddles both sides of the Atlantic. While most of the writings in this collection were written for the Observer, The TLS, The Listener and other British publications, a sizable number were published in the New York Times and various American periodicals. As a result, most of Burgess’s writings accord with British usage while some follow American spelling and style.


    

    Burgess’s idiosyncratic style presents challenges to the editor. He frequently breaks up compound words like ‘someday’, ‘forever’, and ‘concertmaster’ into two words yet omits the hyphen or space in compound words such as ‘middle-aged’ and ‘double bass’, rendering them instead as ‘middleaged’ and ‘doublebass’. Often there are different forms of an expression – for example, ‘finger-click’ (in The Observer) and ‘finger click’ (in Homage to QWERT YUIOP) – in different versions of the same text. In all such cases, I have exercised my best judgment in choosing which form to include.


    Most titles in the typescripts are underlined (like Ulysses) while in newspapers like the Observer or the New York Times, they are often indicated by quotation marks (i.e., ‘Ulysses’ or “Ulysses”). For uniformity, titles are consistently rendered in italics (Ulysses) unless quoted from a letter or cited within a quotation. Aïghetta Quartet is spelled throughout this volume with two dots over the ‘i’ even though the diæresis is often omitted in the source texts. Misspelled proper nouns – like Infante (not Enfante) in the title of Ravel’s Pavane in Chapter 38, and Stéphane Grappelli (not Stephane Grappelly) in Chapter 62 – are corrected without comment, and names that are repeatedly rendered inaccurately, like ‘Hans von Richter’ and ‘Frederick Cowan’, are corrected throughout. When original typescripts are unavailable, one cannot know if Burgess wrote German nouns like zigarettenpause (Chapter 60) in lower case intentionally or if an editor was responsible. In such cases, these terms are capitalized as they would be in ordinary German usage.


    Notes are used primarily to explain obscure literary, cultural and historical references; to identify correspondences with Burgess’s life and work, especially his novels and music compositions; and to point out connections between different parts of this book. On the assumption that most readers possess prior knowledge of classical music, notes are not provided for most of the well-known composers and performers mentioned except to comment on particular aspects of a work or individual.


    The Devil Prefers Mozart is both a compilation of Anthony Burgess’s dazzling music journalism and testimony to his lifelong devotion to music. If one dates the beginning of his sixty-three-year-long involvement with music to his revelatory hearing of Debussy’s Faun around 1930, then the writings in this collection, dating from 1962 through 1993, neatly cover the second half of that period while recalling musical memories from decades prior. In sum, this volume is – like most of Burgess’s books – part biography, part autobiography, part history and part fiction.


    Paul Phillips 
9 September 2023
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    Part I


    MUSICAL MUSINGS


    

    





    

    1. The Writer and Music


    I have been thinking about the musician as hero since reading John Wain’s new novel Strike the Father Dead.1 Jeremy, Mr Wain’s hero, is a jazz pianist – or so he tells us. I used to be a jazz pianist myself, and I was not always convinced that Jeremy was doing much more than going through the motions – as though acting the part in a film with a dubbed sound-track.


    The musician as hero has attracted a number of novelists, but it used to be the great romantic composer instead of the jazzman – Lewis Dodd, for instance, in The Constant Nymph.2 I have never been really happy about Dodd’s Symphony in Three Keys, since the whole point about a tonal symphony is its key unity. But Margaret Kennedy always seemed to me like the lady in Oscar Wilde who didn’t care a bit for music but was extremely fond of musicians.3 The appeal of the great romantic composer is not his talent but his temperament, and this is true even of the biggest novel ever written about a composer – Jean Christophe, by Romain Rolland. The hero is all storm and stress, an amalgam of the personalities of Beethoven and Wagner, great lover and fiery revolutionary. There is not much room left for mere music.


    The fact is that much of a composer’s life is sheer physical drudgery, and that is no subject for the romantic novelist. The writing of an opera or symphony is extremely hard work, and only one novelist has been willing to show it – Thomas Mann. His Doctor Faustus is the only novel of any importance which has created a really credible composer. His name is Adrian Leverkühn, and we are not merely told of his greatness, it is demonstrated to us: his works are closely analysed; we can almost hear them. And the smell of ink, the long agony of orchestral scoring, is built into the book.


    

    There is no important English novel about a musician, though there have been several good ones – Stanley Middleton’s Harris’s Requiem, for instance.4 It has taken a long time to break down the tradition among English men of letters that music is an inferior art – a sort of mindless literature, sound without sense. I think Dr Johnson, who was tone-deaf, helped to create this attitude. Shakespeare would not have understood it; Shakespeare knew music from the inside. Only a man who had actually tuned a lute could make Lady Macbeth say: ‘Screw your courage to the sticking-place’.5


    Robert Browning rehabilitated music by making it a pretext for demonstrating his own brand of nineteenth-century optimism, but Samuel Butler was the first English novelist to take music seriously. As with Shakespeare, we get music from the inside. Since Butler, only two important novelists working in English have really put music into their writing – James Joyce and Aldous Huxley. Joyce, in the ‘Sirens’ episode of Ulysses, comes as near to a genuine synthesis of literary and musical techniques as seems humanly possible. Huxley, as he has just demonstrated again in Island, knows everything, but his musical insight and erudition are really formidable. Again, it is music from the inside – the accidentally added seventh in the piano improvisation of Crome Yellow; in Antic Hay the fingers of Gumbril, which learn Emily’s body as they once learned a Mozart sonata.6 It was Huxley who showed, in Point Counter Point, how fiction could be musicalized.


    I still think that the novelist has much to learn from musical form: novels in sonata-form, rondo-form, fugue-form are perfectly feasible. There is much to be learnt also from mood-contrasts, tempo-contrasts in music: the novelist can have his slow movements and his scherzi. Music can also teach him how to modulate, how to recapitulate; the time for the formal presentation of his themes, the time for the free fantasia.


    

    In a general sense, though, the practitioner in words should be interested in a cognate art: he should know where literature ends and music begins. Swinburne did not know this: he tried to make his verse do a job that music could do far better. But of Swinburne this story is told: for a joke, somebody played Three Blind Mice to him on the piano and told him it was an old Florentine air. ‘Ah yes’, said Swinburne when it was finished, ‘it evokes the cruel beauty of the Borgias’.


    The Listener, 1962


    1 As quoted in ‘Did You Hear That?’. The first sentence continues, ‘said Anthony Burgess in “The World of Books” (Home Service)’


    2 In The Constant Nymph, a 1924 novel by Margaret Kennedy, two cousins fall in love with a young composer named Lewis Dodd. After he marries one of the women, the younger one dies of a broken heart.


    3 A reference to Lady Fermor in Oscar Wilde’s short story ‘Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime: A Study of Duty’, in which Monsieur de Koloff, the Russian Ambassador, tells ‘poor Lady Fermor, right out before every one, that she did not care a bit for music, but was extremely fond of musicians.’


    4 Renowned for his perceptive portrayal of provincial life and the lives of ordinary people, novelist Stanley Middleton was a co-winner of the Booker Prize in 1974 for Holiday. In Harris’s Requiem (1960), Thomas Harris, a coal miner’s son and classical composer, writes a requiem after his father’s death to honour people who have been forgotten and neglected.


    5 While this may refer to the tuning of a lute, another possible explanation involves animal slaughter. In the OED, ‘sticking place’ is defined as ‘the point at the base of the neck of an animal where the knife is thrust in, either to slaughter or bleed the animal; the lower part of the neck or throat’. The earliest citation, from Foure bookes of husbandry by Conrad Heresbach (transl. Barnaby Googe), predates Macbeth by four decades. The term may also refer to a crossbow, in which a wooden screw is turned to pull the string taut. When the screw cannot be turned further, it is at the ‘sticking place’ and ready to be released. The expression could refer to any or all of these.


    6 In The Pianoplayers, dedicated ‘To Liana, che conosce tutta la scala cromatica dell’amore’ (To Liana, who knows the entire chromatic scale of love), Burgess would employ a similar theme: ‘A Female Body… is not just a pleasing shape with a hole in it. It is more like a musical instrument made of flesh and blood that has music waiting inside it but only for properly trained hands to coax out.’ The Pianoplayers, p. 93


    





    

    2. Shakespeare in Music


    Shakespeare in Music, edited by Phyllis Hartnoll 
London: Macmillan, 1964


    Dr Samuel Johnson, that Berlin Wall of taste, may be taken as the patron saint of all literary men who lack a musical ear and somehow glory in lacking it. The ‘dissociation of sensibility’ which began in the Age of Reason goes further than the art of literature; it cracks up the whole corpus of art, turning a former continent into a number of islands. Since Johnson’s day, the right ear has gloried in not knowing what the left ear is doing. It comes as a shock to some writers to be told that the arts of literature and music are cognate, and that you cannot successfully practise one without knowing the scope and limitations of the other. Swinburne, lacking this knowledge, tried to make his poetry a kind of pure music. Richard Strauss, with a kind of neurotic perverseness, made his music a sort of impure literature. To go back to the world of Shakespeare, in which the distinct but germane functions of literature and music were instinctively but perfectly known, is to encounter the life of a lost Eden, the air healthy, the food wholesome, no walls up anywhere.


    John Stevens’s essay – the first of the four that make up this admirable book – concerns itself with music as an aspect of Elizabethan drama. Shakespeare is, naturally, in the foreground, but it is salutary to be reminded that his virtues, in awareness of the function of music as in everything else, are great but not unique. Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus must strike many a musician as a ready-made libretto (strange that no British composer has set it as it stands), with its arias, duets, ensembles, antiphonal Good and Evil Angels, sung exorcism scene, Seven Deadly Sins ballet, dances of devils, chorus commentary. There is something in the very blank verse of early Elizabethan drama – the cut-and-thrust of stichomythia, the binding of one line to the next with an echoing word – that suggests a near-musical heredity (were Seneca’s closet-dramas perhaps not intoned rather than spoken?). Apart from all this, the Elizabethans knew precisely when and how to make music serve a dramatic end, the place for hautboys and the place for the ‘broken consort’, the delicately judged need for song or chorus, and Shakespeare, first among his peers, excelled here as in everything.


    But there is something else in Shakespeare, something qualitatively different from the mere expertise of his fellows, and that is an apparent intimacy with, as it were, the two outer ends of music – the physical process of its making, the metaphysical significance of its make-up. When we hear Lady Macbeth telling her recalcitrant lord to ‘screw your courage to the sticking-place’, the reference is evidently to the tuning of a lute, the small agony of a delicate technical act. The Pythagorean disquisition in The Merchant of Venice is well known, though its curse on the unmusical has been ignored by too many. Ulysses’s speech on the necessity of order in Troilus and Cressida uses the image of the untuning of a string, and one cannot doubt that this was no mere conventional trope – Shakespeare physically heard the untuning and in it was aware of the unholy jangling of what had been the music of the spheres.


    But Shakespeare’s musicianship has been made most evident to the world in the sheer craft of his lyrics (Charles Cudworth gives us an exhaustive historical survey of the settings of these). I doubt if the eagerness of three centuries of composers to make songs out of Shakespeare’s words has had very much to do with mere reverential duty. Schubert heard the lyrics, and the music came. Jazzmen like Duke Ellington and Johnny Dankworth are too busy for bardolatry.1 Shakespeare is a god, but he was also a man of the theatre, and he knew which words would set and which would not. Simplicity – even conventionality – of theme, variety of vowel and diphthong, concentration on voiced consonants rather than unvoiced – these are the big lyric secrets. Sometimes, as in ‘Take O take those lips away’, meaning goes under and is not greatly missed. Once, in Pandarus’s dirty song in Troilus and Cressida, the sound of orgasm only comes to shocking life when we hear the setting: it looks like mere harmless nonny-nonny on the page.2


    *


    Sometimes setability spills over from the functional lyric to the blank-verse speech. Vaughan Williams’s Serenade to Music (‘How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank’) joins Johnny Dankworth’s very interesting ‘If music be the food of love’ in drawing words away from context, diminishing Shakespeare by enclosing him, however exquisite the result. Parry’s setting of John of Gaunt’s dying speech does what many political orations do with that great metaphorical catalogue – sets up an unfortunate confusion in the ear of the listener who remembers how the speech ends: ‘... Is now leased out, I die pronouncing it, / Like to a tenement or pelting farm’. How far should composers work in Shakespeare’s service and how far merely use him?


    This is the area where the book is of most interest. Write incidental music for Shakespeare’s plays (songs or entr’actes) and there is the possibility that it may be swallowed up in the shadow of his mountain. Only those songs with the most general of themes survive in the repertory (like Quilter’s or Warlock’s or Schubert’s): here the composer can assert himself. How many sets of incidental music are now heard in the concert-hall? After Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream music one can think of little, and even with Mendelssohn, as Roger Fiske reminds us here, we have less a true theatre overture than a symphonic poem. Sonata form is scrupulously fulfilled, but with subtleties of variation in the recapitulation section which suggest a pictorial aim (Bottom’s ophicleide under Titania’s fairy-music). The great Shakespearean orchestral scores have nothing to do with the theatre, but they have, in a miracle of transference, a great deal to do with Shakespeare. There aren’t many of them. Berlioz’s Queen Mab Scherzo is an exact musical equivalent of Mercutio’s speech, not an ideal accompaniment for it. The composer touched that area of the mind which antecedes either words or music: here he met Shakespeare. I am glad that Dr Fiske spends so much space considering the greatest Shakespearean orchestral work of them all: Elgar’s Falstaff. This astonishing symphonic poem achieves the ultimate penetration. The form is literary in that it follows the Falstaff story (though the two brief interludes reach a dimension no purely verbal art could touch); the themes themselves derive from that pre-articulatory region where the image trembles between music and poetry. Music is an international art, but only an Englishman could have composed Falstaff. 


    Yes, you will say, but don’t we have Verdi? Winton Dean’s remarkable essay on Shakespeare and Opera must convince most of us that we only have Verdi because we have Boito, and his account of the transmutation of Othello into Otello (a miracle of a libretto if ever there was one) illuminates the whole problem of turning great plays into great operas. Mr Dean’s survey makes us gape with horror and wonder: the ineptitudes, the misunderstandings, the butcherings – can such things really have been? I said earlier that Faustus will set to music almost as it stands, but Shakespeare’s length and complexity renders music supererogatory as well as (if we can achieve the music at all) calling for the expansiveness of a whole Ring for a single play. The librettist’s job is to render down existing greatness into something potentially great, to concentrate on a structure equivalent to, but different from, that of the original, to provide opportunities for the poetry which is now music but himself to eschew anything like the verbal intensities which are strongest when they are spoken. Can Shakespeare’s words be used in a libretto? Only when they carry a minimal poetry, as in Holst’s admirable At the Boar’s Head. Benjamin Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream is all Shakespeare (though Shakespeare shifted totally to a fairy’s-eye-view), yet this is a young and unbuttoned bard whose poetry is more decorative than expressive. The comedies, though not all that easy, are easier than the tragedies, and if we want an operatic Hamlet or King Lear (though this must be a near-impossibility) we must look for a new Boito.


    That this is a useful book, as well as an eye-opening and provocative one, is attested not solely by the comprehensiveness of the descriptive and historical treatment but by the catalogue and composers’ check-list that fill the last 80 pages. It is a worthy contribution to the quatercentenary celebrations, and it is not only for musicians but for all who consider themselves lovers of Shakespeare, whether their starting-point be the study, the theatre, or the critic’s laboratory. A great artist throws his beams on every human endeavour. The sundering waters are dried up, and the islands are revealed once more as limbs of the total continent of art.


    The Musical Times, 1964


    

    1 In ‘Song and Part-Song Settings of Shakespeare’s Lyrics, 1660–1960’, Cudworth writes, ‘Johnny Dankworth, too, has added to the repertory of Shakespearean jazz with various settings, including a very attractive “If music be the food of love”, as well as a vocal version of part of Duke Ellington’s “Such Sweet Thunder”.’ Shakespeare in Music, p. 87


    2 Act III, sc. 1 (lines 120-5):


    These lovers cry ‘O ho!’ they die,


    Yet that which seems the wound to kill


    Doth turn ‘O ho!’ to ‘Ha ha he!’


    So dying love lives still.


    ‘O ho!’ awhile, but ‘Ha ha ha!’


    ‘O ho!’ groans out for ‘ha ha ha!’ – Hey ho!


    





    

    3. Music at the Millennium


    That we should respond with a special kind of fearful expectation to the year 2001 more than to any other in the future – except perhaps 1984 – can be explained partly by the glamor of a certain Kubrick film. The year 1000, according to our Anglo-Saxon chroniclers, was to be a time of great prodigies, full of sin, murder, and anti-Christ, and presumably 1001 was to be no better. Yet 1000 and 1001 turned out to be very much like 975 and 976. People attach mystical significance to numbers to such an extent that terms like ‘millennium’ and ‘chiliastic’ imply a quantum leap change in the whole structure of human society.


    This is all nonsense, of course. We’re twenty-five years away from 2001, and, if what has happened in the past quarter-century is any guide, we’d be unwise to expect to enter a world of fable, especially in the arts. The arts don’t truckle to time. The arts have their own in-built notions of pastness and futurity. I have on my desk now a copy of Wyndham Lewis’ Blast, a magazine that lasted two violent issues. When I show it to young people and ask them when they think it was produced, they usually say 1951 or 1960 or 1969. They are surprised when they see the real date: 1915. Give to a wholly innocent ear some bars of Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire (1912) and then a chunk of Stravinsky’s 1959 atonal writing (say, the pieces for piano and orchestra).1 If there is a time-response at all, it is as likely to reverse history as to confirm it. For me, in music and literature alike, the period 1912–39 is much more futuristic, more 2001-ish than anything that has come after.


    Before considering the hellish question of what sorts of music will be available for the year of 2001, we ought to glance at and then push out of the way the new audio-technical wonders we can expect. Stereophonic recording and reproduction is already giving place to quadriphonic, as though man had four ears. As a sort of musician, I have always been doubtful about the value of such marvels, but this may be my age showing. I had my first formative musical experience in 1929, when I heard Debussy’s L’après-midi d’un faune on a homemade crystal set; nothing since, for me, has been able to touch that old black magic. I clung to an HMV acoustic phonograph until I went to Malaya in 1954, there to find the tropical heat deforming my short-play records, turning them into licorice saucers. Like everybody else, I became a high fidelity man. I am not, however, all that impressed by music that bounces all around the room like a ball or – to put it another way – antiphonalizes from speaker to speaker. The spatialization of music, which is what today’s audio experts are concerned with, has something to do with the primacy of the eye that is central to our age. Music jumps from ear to ear like a live thing: you can almost see it. Videor, ergo sum.2 I need not, as Mr. Chips used to say, translate.3


    Along with the refinement of the techniques for reproducing music, we may expect, by 2001, an increased difficulty on the part of the ear itself to cope with these refinements. The acoustic irony of the near future will be merely a grosser version of what we find surrounding us now. Muzak in restaurants, airports, even government buildings is desensitizing the general capacity to take in musical sounds as meaningful statements. When we are sufficiently, though gently, nagged, we no longer take in nagging as speech. The diminishing of musical sound to a permanent whisper is complemented, at the other end of the scale, by its augmentation to a level undreamt of even by Berlioz. The amplified guitar group can be, to my generation, an experience that touches the threshold of pain. But a younger generation takes the new sound level for granted and, conceivably, hardly hears Muzak at all. When Hans Keller interviewed some plentifully haired but not very talented pop musicians on television, he apologized for not being able to accept their loudness easily: ‘I was brought up on chamber music.’ The response was aggressive and derisive: ‘Ugh, we bloody well wasn’t,’ or words to that effect. By 2001 we shall have, without doubt, a generation unable even to hear chamber music.


    On the other hand, I have the utmost confidence in the capacity of some of the young to master traditional instrumental techniques and to bring them, by the end of the millennium, to a point that would leave a resurrected Liszt and Paganini gasping with disbelief. The musical talent currently available in America, especially in traditional ensemble work, is incredible. Whether the technical expertise is matched by musical understanding is another question. The language of music, lauded and prized for its ability to transcend mere verbal language and to act as a sort of world auxiliary of the emotions, is a frail and subtle thing, and its qualities are not easily transmitted either by great executants or great teachers. The language of the music of, say, the classical era owed a good deal to instrumental limitations that the composer accepted and tried to exploit. Trumpets and horns could do little more than hammer out a tonic and dominant, but Mozart made a glory out of this inarticulateness. In the near future, if not already, trumpets and horns as sprightly as clarinets, double basses as swift and sonorous as violas, will dissolve the physical obstacles of art that the composer used to delight in exploiting.


    And what stretched strings and air-filled cylinders cannot do, synthetic sounds are already learning to do with frightening efficiency. I think, however, that disenchantment with synthetic music-makers is already on its way. It’s all too easy, this Moog-musicalizing; easy because the parameters of the admissible and inadmissible are hard to define.4 No art should ever be too easy, and the easiness of the musical art – for the lowlier talent – began when the barriers between consonance and dissonance went down and, indeed, the chromatic scale was democratized. What was artistic agony to Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern is a cinch to their followers. What I predict we will see, or hear, coming about in 2001 are the beginnings of a synthesis that has nothing to do with Moogs.


    Various ways of composition are available to the composer today. He can use a style generally diatonic, with chromatic trimmings – a style, that is, that acknowledges a hierarchy of notes of the traditional European scale and pays some kind of homage to a key-center. This mode of composition has its most blatant exponents among the pop practitioners and the writers of film scores. ‘Serious’ composers are frightened of keys and major and minor and modal scales. However, as musicians like Darius Milhaud showed, this traditional kind of music could be sophisticated, made apt for ‘seriousness,’ by multiplication of key-centers in the kind of composition known as polytonal. Polytonality was so marked, however, by Milhaud’s own personal method that to use it seems all too often like creating a Milhaud pastiche.


    There remains what Schoenberg bequeathed and Stravinsky eventually yielded to – serialism. But is serialism enough? Even Schoenberg seems to have thought not.5 When art develops, it should ‘enclose’ what goes before, as Beethoven encloses Haydn. The looked-for synthesis of the end of the millennium is a composer of personality strong enough to create an individual language out of the century’s three main heritages – the diatonic, the serial, and the polytonal – without the aid of literary texts. One makes this last condition because the urgent formal need of the music of the future is the development of structure analogous to Beethovenian symphonic structure: musical argument at length, intellectuality manifesting itself structurally, not doctrinally. Perhaps the most considerable of contemporary composers, Luciano Berio, is still able to create at length only when he has the prop of the extramusical: text, noise, and quotations from others’ music.6 Music does not need language, any more than language needs music.


    

    Generalization is never enough. Let us present a practical scenario for a composer of 2001. He is commissioned to write a piano concerto.7 He has a free hand, all the instrumental resources in the world, a virtuoso performer capable of anything. Because a concerto imposes a particular relationship between a soloist and an ensemble, our composer is not at liberty to use the pianoforte in a ‘concertante’ way, making it a mere part of the orchestra. Because a concerto demands a considerable degree of exposition of technical resource, or showing off, he has to think in terms of duration greater than that, say, of a Webern vignette. Twenty minutes? Thirty? Because of the variety of pianistic modes to be exhibited, there must be a variety of styles, rhythms, and tempos. Our composer will, whether he likes it or not, end up with the ‘natural’ alternation of slow and fast or active and contemplative. He may end with the traditional three movements or the Brahmsian four. If he feels, so shackled, that he is truckling too much to the past, he ought to reflect that he is confusing tradition and ‘nature’. We all have to submit to the basic rhythms of the body, of the seasons, of the alternations of mood that are built into the human psyche.


    If he is wise, our composer will not disown the traditional ‘romantic’ orchestra merely because Strauss or Elgar used it before him. No composer has to use three flutes, two oboes, cor anglais, two clarinets, bass clarinet, two bassoons, double bassoon, and so forth, but he might at least consider, before disrupting or jettisoning his woodwinds, that here is God’s plenty. The orchestra is the end-product of a long and painful evolutionary process, and it asks not to be disowned because it belongs to the dirty ‘past’, but to be used in new and individual ways. It can bear subtraction (as in Constant Lambert’s Rio Grande, where the woodwinds go), and it can bear addition (electronic effects, the typewriter of Hindemith’s News of the Day, the nightingale of Respighi’s Pines of Rome), but never wantonly, out of mere puritanism or the desire to shock.8


    

    The composer must now think out his themes – always with contrast in mind. There may be contrasting themes, or there may be contrasting aspects of the same theme: it seems that we are, by nature, committed to a sonata view of a theme or a variational one. There is no reason why he should apologize to the world for thinking in tonal terms, to begin with. The introduction of a polytonal element thickens the plot, introduces argument, and can lead the way naturally to the conversion of a tonal theme into an atonal one:9


    [image: ]


    I needn’t say that the aesthetic value of the work will depend less on the techniques used than on the power of the composer’s personality to express itself in highly individual statements – but always within the framework of a piece of music essentially ‘extrovert’, public, even blatantly designed for display. Such musical personalities are at present frequently shackled because of fear – fear of being vulgar, obvious, outdated. Perhaps 2001 A.D. will, musically, be less a time for odysseys into the new than a beginning of synthesis, upgathering what the past has had to offer and seeing how a limitless musical language can be put together out of the fragmented dialects lying around us. Joyce’s Ulysses is an exercise in the use of ‘total’ verbal language. We need that kind of achievement in music. But why should we have to wait until 2001?


    High Fidelity, 1976


    

    1 Movements for piano and orchestra (composed 1958–9). Burgess would have heard this work performed live the previous year at the premiere of his Third Symphony. See Chapter 44 Symphony in C.


    2 I am seen, therefore I am – a play on Descartes’s Cogito, ergo sum: I think, therefore I am.


    3 The phrase ‘haec olim meminisse juvabit’ (literally, ‘someday it will be a pleasure to remember these things’, or, metaphorically, ‘one day we’ll look back on all this and laugh’) from Virgil’s Aeneid occurs in Aeneas’s speech to his fellow Trojan warriors after they’ve been shipwrecked following the Trojan War. In James Hilton’s 1934 novella Goodbye Mr. Chips (later adapted into the 1939 film), the Classics teacher Mr. Chipping says ‘haec olim meminisse juvabit – of course, I need not translate’ upon receiving a retirement gift from his students.


    4 Bob Moog created the first commercial synthesizer, which he introduced in 1964. Wendy Carlos popularized it in 1968 with the hit album Switched-On Bach, which featured Carlos’s arrangements of Bach compositions performed on a Moog synthesizer, and subsequently with the soundtrack for A Clockwork Orange, Stanley Kubrick’s 1971 film adaptation of Burgess’s 1962 novel. By the late 1960s and early 1970s, numerous rock bands, including the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Doors, the Grateful Dead, and Emerson, Lake & Palmer, had used the Moog synthesizer on recordings or in live performances.


    5 Schoenberg returned to composing tonal music toward the end of his life.


    6 Sinfonia, perhaps Berio’s most famous work, is a multi-movement orchestral piece that incorporates musical quotations from dozens of composers (including Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, Debussy, Ravel, Mahler, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Berg, Boulez, Stockhausen and Berio himself) and text from writings of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Samuel Beckett and others, which are vocalized (spoken, whispered, shouted) by eight amplified voices.


    

    7 At the time that he wrote this article, Burgess was composing a piano concerto of his own – Concerto for Pianoforte and Orchestra in "E♭, a 33-minute work in three movements completed on 1 July 1976.


    8 Pines of Rome (1924) was the first orchestral work to utilize recorded sound – a specific recording of a nightingale that is played in the third movement.


    9 The ‘tonal’ version (top line) in the musical example is closely related to the main theme of the second movement of Burgess’s piano concerto:
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    4. Punk


    The word has been with us quite a time. To Shakespeare, a punk was a prostitute. In America, it changed its sex and was regularly used to designate worthless and vicious young hoodlums. In present-day very much non-Shakespearian England it has become adjectival and vague, denoting rubbishy. Attached to various kinds of underart, it snarls an underdog defiance: I’m cheap, filthy, a social reject, but by Christ I’m fackin prahd of it. This pride in a verbal badge of inferiority is very British and, I think, not well understood in America. The Kaiser called the British forces in Flanders ‘a contemptible little army’, and the term ‘The Old Contemptibles’ became an honourable sobriquet. During World War Two there was even a song called ‘We’re the sons of the Old Contemptibles’. When a Socialist minister said the Conservatives were vermin, Conservatives went round proudly wearing lapel-badges showing three lice argent couchant.1 The punk rock kids of England are following a well-established tradition. They’re making the attributes of the social reject into positive virtues, which means in practice turning them into the language of a sort of art. The group known as the Sex Pistols creates a lifestyle out of excreting on the Queen’s portrait, vomiting before the press cameras, using language of a gratuitous filthiness on all occasions. They have cut discs which were promptly banned because of their obscene content; the rejection was expected and even welcomed as a proof that the punk was true punk. The Sex Pistols became the most famous rock group in Britain before firing a single shot.


    The punk movement manifests itself chiefly in music, meaning song and the manner of delivering that song. The song is about defying society, but it is also about defying earlier defiers of society. In England, society vaguely means a structure of rule, privilege and taste which has its seat in the South-East, or the Home Counties. During this jubilee year, many English people have had occasion to reflect on the usefulness of the Royal Family as a definer of the socially acceptable. We take it for granted that the Queen will eat roast beef but not Lancashire hot pot, that she will see a play by Terence Rattigan but not one by Beckett, that her tastes in general accept the bland but reject the violent.2 She stands for a certain kind of spoken English, for field sports, for church on Sunday, for reticence and decent manners. She is what the art of the defiant has to defy.


    The trouble with the art of the defiant in England is that it does not express a genuinely revolutionary urge. It does not seek to replace the existing order with something new; it merely snarls at the existing order, and that snarl really means a deep, not often conscious, desire to be accepted by it. The history of all defiant art in Britain since the ’fifties has been the same. John Osborne wrote Look Back in Anger, which screamed at the Establishment, but the Establishment gradually and gently took that play to its bosom: one can imagine the Queen going to see it and saying: ‘How charming’. The mad screamer at established order becomes a court clown. All the angry young men of the ’fifties are now pillars of society, trying to behave like that irascible clubman Evelyn Waugh, who was hungry for a knighthood. The Beatles began as a rough provincial voice, demanding that remote Liverpool be taken seriously in patrician London. They smoothed themselves out, became not merely respectable but highbrow, were received by Her Majesty and admitted to the Order of the British Empire. The miniskirt was an act of defiance, but it too became merely charming, epicene rather than a challenge to the tepid sexuality of established order, and the most delightful miniskirts were to be seen in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot. Mary Quant, mother of the miniskirt, also joined the Order of the British Empire and is now a very orthodox arbiter of middle-class elegance. Perhaps the Rolling Stones have held out longest against the enbosoming [sic] of the Establishment, but they are now very very rich, and there are no rich rebels.


    Now the Sex Pistols and the rest of the punk people naturally despise those defused defiers of the ’sixties and earlier ’seventies. The point about punk is that it is poor, it cannot afford the highbrow surrealism of the Beatles or their flirtations with Stockhausen: punk uses the old British working-class argument that you cannot have education without money.3 More reasonably, it despises the expensive technology with which the Rolling Stones present themselves. Money can buy anything, from a phrase like ‘Lucy in the sky with diamonds’ to the electronic extravaganzas which frame the songs of David Bowie. The punk people pride themselves on poverty and, through a working-class solecism, on illiteracy. Their songs are crudely put together, and they are accompanied by chord sequences of excruciating naiveté, which the punk boys regard as a return to simplicity. Simplicity is beyond their skill, though it was never beyond the skill of the Beatles.


    All that the punk singers can bring to the presentation of their songs is the gesture of sexual obscenity or of impotent rage. There is a lot of the caged simian gibber about the performances of the Sex Pistols. If the Rolling Stones breathe a rather frightening power (one feels that if Mike Jagger were not fundamentally a nice boy, a credit to the London School of Economics, he could lead a fairly effective revolution), the punk people seem to admit their own impotence. They are the voice of Britain’s economic recession, which always hits youth hardest. Their little songs, following that solecism again, are musically and verbally poverty-stricken, which the works of that real protest man, Bob Dylan, were not. We are poor, and our songs are poor, so they seem to proclaim. Visually, they wear with snarling pride the marks of the downtrodden. Hair is cropped because long hair holds lice. Clothes are not patched, since patching denotes skill and a seedy desire for respectability; their gaping holes are held together with safety-pins.


    Already we are observing how the badges of indigence are turning into a new kind of chic. The Sex Pistols are growing rich, and the stylised symbols of poverty mock real poverty. This is not new: for years now the well-heeled jeans-wearers have been having their tears and frays devised by cunning couturiers. The safety-pin has become a most elegant little engine. You can buy very expensive dresses carefully ripped and held together by safety-pins of gold or silver. The blunt razor-blade worn as an amulet is another piece of punk couture: it evokes not merely poverty but the days of wartime shortage. More, it is one of the properties of Nineteen Eighty-Four and carries an edge of tamed menace. In Britain everything is at length folded into humorous cosiness. The Union Jack itself, a symbol of empire, became a mere piece of calligraphy for shopping bags and kitchen aprons. Revolution in England is something that, like patriotism, amuses the people and keeps off the tedium vitae.4 Punk is busy making faces and snarling dirty words, but it is already becoming mere, and very transitory, décor. It is very important indeed for foreigners (which includes, alas, Americans) to recognise how imperturbable British society is. You cannot shake that structure with its pliable steel cat’s cradle of classes. Either everybody ends up wearing a collar and tie, or else the collar-and-tied confer a grace and elegance on the discarding of them. Certainly the rebel cannot win, nor does he really wish to. He may stick a safety-pin on to the nose of the Queen in effigy but never a dagger in her heart. He wants her to accept him; he is her errant son. Note that the pin is a pin of safety. The French (who are fairly busy with punk couture) call it an épingle anglaise but also an épingle de sûreté. Sûreté is what even the reddest British rebel is after.5


    

    I note with some shock that my name is being associated with the British punk movement, and that the New York Times has even called me its godfather.6 This is because of a novel I wrote some seventeen years ago, called A Clockwork Orange, a novel I have never particularly cared for. When this novel is mentioned in the press, it is usually the Kubrick film made from it that is meant. This presented a highly memorable kind of thug lifestyle, complete with costume and maquillage, but I do not think it has anything to do with punk. My own book suggested a kind of expensive elegance, rather Elizabethan with its built-up shoulders and codpieces. Punk is really a rejection of· all the varied types of elegance that earlier youth movements bred, from the Teddy boys (or Edwardian strutters) to the mods and rockers. It is closer to the very unattractive skinhead cult, with its shaven skulls, navvy boots and displayed galluses.7 It is indeed the vocal fulfilment of that brutal and inarticulate phase in the not very interesting history of juvenile life-styles. Punk is dying as I write these words. If it has significance it is in its capacity to show how easily the foul-mouthed and talentless can prevail these days, how unsure our aesthetic standards are. British youth, like American and French and Upper Slobbovian youth, needs a good kick in the pants and a bit of solid education.8 It needs also to be reminded occasionally how very very dull its mouthings, shrieks, and unmuscular spasms are.


    The Daily Mail, 1977


    

    1 In heraldry, argent connotes the silver of a coat of arms while couchant refers to an animal represented as lying with the body resting on its legs and the head lifted.


    2 Sir Terence Mervyn Rattigan was a British dramatist and screenwriter whose genteel plays were typically set in upper-middle-class society and meant to appeal to affluent playgoers with conventional tastes. The plays of Samuel Beckett typically feature bleak, tragicomic situations in a modernist style.


    3 Karlheinz Stockhausen was a leading avant-garde German composer whose experimental use of electronic music influenced a wide range of musicians including the Beatles, most notably in ‘A Day in the Life’ (1967) and ‘Revolution 9’ (1968). Stockhausen’s face appears on the cover of the Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album, fifth from left in the top row, between Lenny Bruce (left) and W.C. Fields (right).


    4 boredom of life


    5 épingle anglaise means ‘English pin’; épingle de sûreté is ‘safety pin’.


    6 ‘Punk’s “Horror Show”’ from The New York Times, 30 June 1977, p. 19 © 1977 The New York Times Company. All rights reserved. Used under license. See Commentary for further information.


    7 The heavy boots worn by construction or railway workers are known as ‘navvy boots’, the term ‘navvy’ deriving from ‘navigator’ for the eighteenth-century manual labourers who dug canals or worked on other civil engineering projects; ‘galluses’ are suspenders. ‘Navvy Boots On’ is a song by the Irish singer Liam Clancy.


    8 Slobovia (or Slobbovia), derived in 1946 from Al Capp’s cartoon strip ‘Li’l Abner’, connotes an underdeveloped and unenlightened fictional country in a remote location like Siberia.


    

    





    

    5. Why Punk Had to End in Evil


    Three events in my immediate life, seemingly disconnected at first, appear now to be disclosing a common theme. The first is the election of a new Pope.1 The second is my reading of Lord David Cecil’s life of Jane Austen. The third is the arrest of a character called Sid Vicious – bass guitarist with former Punk group The Sex Pistols – on a charge of murder.2 The most authoritative voice of Christendom now comes from a nation which has had a Godless regime imposed on it against its will. At last, I feel, we are going to hear some plain words spoken about the oppressive state and the oppressed human soul. It seems as if we are entering into a period of open confrontation between the forces of light and the dark. The biography of Jane Austen reminded me that life could once be lived happily and productively in a country rectory, without the excitement of drugs and violence and indiscriminate sex.


    What has gone wrong with us all since her day? There has been, of course, a gradual erosion of moral authority in British society abetted by the leaders of Church and State, but this has generally been regarded as a good thing. It is good, we’ve been taught, to be released from all those moral taboos and their corollaries – taboos of good manners and good taste. Men and women are free: the Pope would be the first to assert this basic doctrine of Christianity. But we ought to consider what the term means. To be free possibly signifies to be free to choose between the better and the worse, but we have to know what the better and the worse are. There have to be standards of conduct, taste and social behaviour, and we have to be taught them. Nobody is free not to know the nature of human freedom.


    To various generations of the young, freedom has meant the overthrowing of the past – all the past, indiscriminately. This is sometimes known as anarchism on the model of the Russian Bakunin, who taught that as soon as you’d jettisoned the past you had nothing to face but a rosy future.3 But, unfortunately, values and standards of behaviour are things we can only learn from the past. If we decide to build our anarchism on natural impulses, uncorrected by the lessons of the past, then we will build it on the satisfying of immediate pleasures. I don’t think this is enough. Pope John Paul II and Jane Austen agree with me.


    When pleasures are freely available – without taboos, without moral standards – they are freely enjoyed, but the enjoyer discovers, to his surprise, that the enjoyment quickly diminishes. We are not free to enjoy the eightieth cigarette of the day as much as we enjoyed the first one. When simple pleasures diminish, they have to be made more complex, more dangerous. Simple sex can lead to rape or bestiality. Eventually it may lead to murder. This is one of the consequences, or fruits, of total freedom. Or, put it another way, total freedom leads to total enslavement.


    The hippie communities of Southern California started out as groups of innocent boys and girls who believed that all Governments were evil, and good could only be recovered in free primitive communes. They didn’t seem to realise, until people like Charles Manson came along, that evil can exist anywhere, and, that if you get rid of the rules that restrain evil, you’ll quickly find prayer meetings turning into orgies of mutilation and death. There is evil in all of us. We keep it down with self-knowledge and loyalty to traditional rules. Eliminate traditional rules and, unless you’re a saint, you’ll not only be in trouble – you’ll be in the ultimate trouble.


    Like the person who calls himself Sid Vicious. The phenomenon of Punk started out innocently enough – as a childish repudiation of traditional values: no more faith, patriotism, decency, or even good manners. So long as this new cult of anarchy was controlled by a little common sense, meaning a little self-ridicule, it could do no harm – not even when it expressed itself in public obscenity, blasphemy and vomiting. But it became chic, it was a new thrill and it generated new, and profitable, gimmicks of behaviour and dress. The new thrill of spitting, or worse, in the public’s face, was soon not enough. There were no standards, moral or aesthetic, to tell the devotees of Punk what exactly might be enough. It had to end up in the taking of heavy drugs. It had to end up in the devaluation of human life. There is no limit to new pleasures when old pleasures wear out so quickly – no limit except dissolution, which means death for somebody.


    The pseudonym of the character at present awaiting trial is highly significant. Vicious means addicted to vice. Vice means sensual excess, self-destroying self-indulgence. Vicious, to the young man who adopted the name, was a mere silly toy, a joke. Vice was another name for rejection of the values of the past. These young men were playing with fire from the start, and they probably didn’t know it – or, if they did, perhaps they thought it didn’t matter. Unfortunately it does matter. We can’t throw over standards inherited from the past without considering, very, very carefully, the consequences of what we’re doing. And if we’re too stupid to want to think about these things, our moral betters ought to get in there and explain, kindly but insistently, what precisely is involved in living the so-called free life. In other words, we can listen to the Pope, and read Jane Austen.


    The Daily Mail, 1978


    

    

    1 Karol Józef Wojtyła was installed as Pope John Paul II on 16 October 1978 and served as pope for over twenty-six years until his death on 2 April 2005. He supported the reforms of the Second Vatican Council, attempted to improve relations with Judaism, Islam, and the Eastern Orthodox Church, and is credited with helping to end Communist rule in Eastern Europe.


    2 John Simon Ritchie, known as Sid Vicious, was arrested in New York on 12 October 1978 for the murder of his American girlfriend Nancy Spungen. After serving time in prison for violating a bail agreement, he died of a drug overdose in Greenwich Village on 2 February 1979 the day following his release from Rikers Island.


    3 The Russian anarchist Mikhail Alexandrovich Bakunin espoused the creation of self-governing workplaces and communes.


    

    





    

    6. Musical Autodidact


    George Grove by Percy M. Young
London: Macmillan, 1980


    I gained what general musical education I have from the Radio Times of the 1930s (a magnificently highbrow publication) and from Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians. The latter I would read as a boy in the Moss Side (Manchester) Public Library, while my father played the piano in the pub opposite. I realise now that it must have been the original edition (started in the 1870s), since Wagner was presented as the leader of the ‘modern school’ and the French horn still had crooks. The article on Beethoven was by Sir George Grove himself. There will be almost nothing of ‘G’ left in the new Grove, due out next year, but the name will not die. The Dictionary was one of the big Victorian creations, like the Crystal Palace and the Britannia Tubular Bridge.


    Grove, who was brought up to be an engineer, had a lot to do with that bridge, as also with the construction of the Morant Point Lighthouse in Jamaica, the Gibb’s Hill Lighthouse in Bermuda, the London and Birmingham Railway, and the Joint Railway Station in Chester. He had no hand in the erecting of the Crystal Palace but, when it was moved to Sydenham, he was put in charge of its musical programmes as Secretary of the Crystal Palace Company. The connection between engineering and music, strong in the Victorian era, is more than a matter of structural affinity, though Elgar, for instance, was given to bringing up bridge-building images when discussing music. He saw Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony as a kind of Forth Bridge and himself, in comparison with the great pontifex, as a mere tinker. (In his Concert Overture In the South he gives us a remarkable representation of a Roman viaduct.) It may be said that the character of public Victorian music-making was determined by public works. You get a lot of workers together and turn them into a choir. You keep miners out of mischief by teaching them to play brass instruments (themselves triumphs of engineering). As far as you can, you insist on sacred music. Handel’s Messiah was made for the Crystal Palace, with its vast space and reverberant organ. When Frederick Delius jeered that Sir Hubert Parry would have set the whole Bible to music if given the chance, he was raising the voice of secular, indeed atheistical, reaction to a musical tradition more pious than aesthetic.


    The Germans, who nevertheless played a large part in British musical activities, called England das Land ohne Musik. They were both right and wrong. Wrong because the British musical impulse was never more powerfully expressed than in the eighty years of Grove’s life, when there were beefy choirs bawling everywhere and drowning ill-tuned strings, when royal dukes proclaimed, on the strength of ‘Sumer is icumen in’ and unheard Purcell, England’s musical greatness – always in strong Teutonic accents. Right because, though there had indeed been creative greatness in the past, there was little in the present. There were no important Victorians until Elgar, of whose work Grove, dying in 1900, knew only King Olaf and the Bavarian Highlands songs.1 Taste was mediocre; Mendelssohn was a god because he had set God to music; all the conductors had to come from Germany.


    But if, despite Europe’s unwillingness to be impressed, there has been greatness since, Grove may be said to have prepared the way for it. He became Director of the Royal College of Music and, in 1894, was able to hear its orchestra – with Gustav Holst playing the trombone and Vaughan Williams the triangle – perform a symphony by the black Coleridge-Taylor.2 In the audience was August Jaeger, to be immortalised as ‘Nimrod’ in the Enigma Variations. The British musical future was stirring. And Grove’s book on Beethoven’s symphonies was establishing a tradition of elegant musicology to which Donald Tovey, Cecil Gray, Ernest Newman and Percy M. Young, Grove’s biographer, were to belong.


    

    Grove did not call himself a musician. Professionally qualified as an engineer, he had taught himself music from scratch, like your present reviewer. Bernard Shaw however said: ‘He is always the true musician: that is, the man the professionals call ‘no musician’ – just what they called Beethoven himself.’ Shaw saw that Grove grasped musical truths by instinct, the way of the inspired amateur. Wagner himself was that sort of man, according to Shaw. Give the first three bars of the ‘Meistersinger’ Overture to a professional – Stanford or Prout or Higgs – and he would not harmonise them like Wagner: he would follow the rules too much. We are aware of inspired amateurism in so many of the great Victorian enterprises – philology with its amateur monument the OED, political theory, colonial administration.


    It was not only music that Grove served. He worked at Biblical scholarship, assisting Stanley with ‘Sinai and Palestine’ and joining the panel of experts who produced a ‘Dictionary of the Bible’. He published ‘The Story of David’s Early Life’ and a geography primer. He was literary adviser to Macmillan.3 His amateur polymathy and the variety of his interests caused him disquiet; the age of the specialists was beginning, and he belonged to the Renaissance. He had an honorary doctorate but no university education. The ‘Oxford swells’ whom the great Murray of the OED feared represented, as they still do to the autodidact, a closed world of genuine scholarship. But they were incapable of producing a ‘Dictionary of Music and Musicians’.


    Brought up in the ‘holy village’ of Clapham, Grove developed a quiet religious scepticism in his old age, but the iron ethos of British Protestantism always lay heavy on him. He ceased to love his wife, who was little help to him, and he adored from a distance his young Irish pupil at the RCM, Edith Oldham, to whom he wrote plaintive letters full of passion that was doomed to be unfulfilled. Dreaming of an impossible infidelity, he had to keep an eye on threats of sexual irregularity in his own College: one of his instructors was given to seducing female students in the service of art.


    Sexual repression was perhaps one of the conditions of Victorian achievement. Perhaps also music – which Freud distrusted because it was too close to the id – was something of a surrogate for physical passion. None of us will ever understand music. The coming New Grove, with its 18,000 pages, will try to teach us everything about it except what it is really about.


    Dr Young’s biography is a masterpiece of lucidity. A borough councillor, the official historian of Wolverhampton Wanderers (for whom he had interpreted in Germany), a writer on football, a member of a number of statutory health bodies, Dr Young has already published some sixteen books on music and musicians, particularly Elgar. He is a living witness to my belief that musicians write better than literary men. It is all a matter of ear.


    The Observer, 1980


    

    

    1 The cantata Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf, Op. 30, is a setting of Longfellow’s The Saga of King Olaf, a poem about Olaf Tryggvason, the historical figure who brought Christianity to Norway. From the Bavarian Highlands, Op. 27, is a set of six choral songs that Elgar composed after a holiday in Upper Bavaria with his wife Alice in autumn 1894. The orchestral versions of both works premiered in 1896, the Bavarian Highlands songs having first been arranged for chorus and piano in 1895.


    2 See Chapter 37 In Tune with the Popular Soul.


    3 Alexander Macmillan, who co-founded Macmillan Publishers in 1843 with his brother Daniel (grandfather of Harold Macmillan, the British Prime Minister from 1957 to 1963).


    

    





    

    7. A Mystery and its Monument


    The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 20 vols., edited by Stanley Sadie. 
Washington, D.C.: Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1980


    Tennyson said something about the repetition of a common word turning that word into a wonder. Literary men and women who know something about music occasionally shake themselves awake from the torpid acceptance of all that sound that nowadays surrounds us – never has there been so much music, and so much of it imposed upon us – to marvel that it should all have its provenance in a piano handspan of twelve notes and an assortment of noises. Next year is James Joyce’s centenary (The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians will remind you of this: there are literary men there as well as musicians) and I have devised a musical version of Ulysses in celebration.1 I have spent the last two months in orchestrating the music, and, on my resumption of literary work, I am struck by one great difference between the two activities: for writing words I need a dictionary; for writing notes I have to assume a total knowledge and control of the medium. This is because I am not dealing with meanings. And yet, writing music, I am presumably trying to communicate. What is the nature of that communication?


    This is a question asked more by littérateurs than by musicians. If a musician were to worry about the semantics of his art he might well be struck dumb: as with riding a bicycle (Johnson could see no bicycle would go: you bear yourself and the machine as well), you must not let consciousness intrude too much.2 When, as a boy of fourteen who thought his future lay in musical composition, I pored over the old Grove (a second or third edition of the original) in my local library reading room, I had enough of the musician’s instinct to take it for granted that Beethoven expressed recognizable human emotions: how this was done was not for me to inquire. Sir George Grove himself wrote the Beethoven article, as he had written a few years previously a whole book on the Beethoven symphonies, and he was full of the assumption that music dealt in love, anguish, triumph and visions of heaven. Bernard Shaw, in a memorable article on the Beethoven book in the Saturday Review, praised Grove for avoiding technical twaddle about the subdominant (‘which I could teach to a poodle in two hours’), and rhapsodizing in the manner of ‘The lovely melody then passes, by a transition of remarkable beauty, into the key of C major, in which it seems to go straight up to heaven’.


    Beauty? Heaven? In what way beautiful? How to heaven? The nineteenth century did not ask these questions much. If they did not wish to ask them, preferring instead to concentrate on the poodle twaddle of modulation via the Neapolitan sixth, nevertheless Victorian musicians accepted that a symphony discoursed personal emotion and could attain a vision of sublimity. In Victorian Britain music was heard in terms of morality and promoted among the children of Utilitarianism as a device of temperance and uplift. The original Grove is a typical expression of the educative urge of the day, the work of a musical amateur (as Murray of the OED was a philological amateur), as well able to supply a dictionary of engineering or of biblical geography as to oversee a compendium ‘from which an intelligent enquirer can learn, in small compass, and in language which he can understand, what is meant by a Symphony or Sonata, a Fugue, a Stretto, a Coda’ and so on. Music was enlightenment and a kind of religion.


    Our views of the morality of music have changed, as our views of so much else have changed since 1945 and the beginnings of the revelations of the true depths of Nazi infamy. The Germans were for long regarded as the most musical people in the world, and they did not cease to be musical – though their repertory was reduced on racist grounds – when they became Nazi. George Steiner has an essay in his Language and Silence in which he wonders at the mentality of the death-camp commandant who could, after a day supervising the liquidation of Jews, go home to weep tears of pure joy at a broadcast of a Schubert trio or a recorded Schumann Lied. His wonder is misplaced if we consider that the nineteenth-century musical aesthetic was wrong, and that the feelings engendered by music have nothing to do with Kant or Goethe or the New Testament. We can thrill to the Meistersinger Prelude as Hitler did, but the imagined referent of the emotion had better not be too closely considered. The Nazis could hear in the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony an expression of Nazi aspirations. Those aspirations are no more present in the music or, indeed, the words than are visions of Christian democracy or of white supremacy in Smith’s Rhodesia, which used the Ode to Joy as a national anthem.3 Freud feared music because it was too close to the id. St Augustine was ‘torn between three attitudes to music: exaltation of musical principles as embodying principles of cosmic order; ascetic aversion from music-making as carnal; and a recognition of jubilation and congregational song as respectively expressing the inexpressible ecstasy and promoting congregational brotherhood’.


    I quote here from F. E. Sparshott’s essay on the Aesthetics of Music, noting the happy accident of taxonomy which places acoustics and aesthetics, or sound and the meaning of sound, close together in the very first volume. Sparshott’s approach is diachronic, as is everybody’s approach to everything (look up Trombone to find which pedal notes are practicable and you plunge into history rather than immediate need), but he ends with his own questions:


    

    A final problem arises not within music but on its borders: the edges of the arts are becoming blurred. Can and should we continue to think of music as an art distinct from all others, or should we once more face the prospect that, as Roger Bacon and Wagner suggested in their different ways, the future of music lies within some comprehensive form of aesthetic activity? It is a problem on the frontiers of philosophy and sociology, for it may be that music as we have known it is proper to a phase of civilization that is passing away.


    We have, in fact, despite the pondering of individual aestheticians, come no nearer to a common understanding of what music tries to do and, moreover, the notion of what we call music is becoming confused. The phase of civilization represented by Grove I was both too sure of itself and too limited in its definitions. We are in the Cage age, in which the hieratic pretensions of music to be superior to mere natural noise are being questioned, and the presentation of a fixed measure of silence can be an acceptable auditory experience. We have things in the new Grove which its superseded great-grandfather had, despite the claims of democracy and the expansion of the Empire, to regard as too far away from Beethoven to take seriously – the music of the dance hall and the popular theatre and the gongs and noseflutes of people in loincloths.


    We have great stretches of ethnomusicology and articles on jazz and pop and popular musicians. In that vastest expanse of any musical compendium – B to Petros Byzantios – Irving Berlin tinkles in the key of F sharp, the only key he could manage, near to Berlioz, and the Beatles (the late John Lennon, by the way, did not produce In His Own Write in the 1970s) precede the troubadour Beatriz de Dia.4 There is, in the whole twenty volumes containing over 22 million words, a brilliantly informed comprehensiveness mostly touched by the tentativeness of an age not so sure of itself as the expansive time of Grove I. 


    It is as well, when first probing the utility of a new and massive compendium, to test it in an area vaguely eccentric. Last August my friend John Sebastian died. He was an American harmonica player of repute, and for him I composed two works with guitar accompaniment – a bagatelle and a sonatina.5 More recently I have composed for two harmonica players still happily with us – Tommy Reilly (he and I played an unnamed rhapsody on my sixtieth birthday and television) and Larry Adler.6 Both Adler and Reilly have brief but flavoursome entries, but John Sebastian is not there.


    The article on the Harmonica tells us how the instrument works, its range, who manufactures it. It does not tell the prospective composer for the instrument what chords can be played on it. Under the biography of Villa-Lobos there is mention of a harmonica concerto – it was in fact commissioned by John Sebastian – but there seems to be no means, under either his entry or that of Harmonica, of mentioning that his cadenza for the instrument was unplayable and had to be rewritten by the performer. Now this is obviously an instance of my asking too much, but only the comprehensiveness of the new Grove would tempt me to ask at all. Another performer, for whom I wrote a song in the Bahasa Negara of Malaysia, is the soprano Cathy Berberian, who gets a mention in the article on Luciano Berio (they were married; he wrote much for her) but no entry of her own.7 One of the finest of the younger American composers is Stanley Silverman (whose latest opera was favourably reviewed in the TLS).8 He and I produced an Oedipus cantata performed in New York.9 He is not in the new Grove, though Bob Dylan and Elvis Presley are. Is it I who put the kiss of documentary neglect on musicians with whom I have associated? You cannot have everybody, but it seems you have to have every minor Nordic teacher and folksong-collector whose name ever began with K.


    But musicians happy to see Krengel, Krenn and Krenz may well grumble at space wasted on Eric Fogg, who worked for the BBC North Region and committed suicide. He was a Manchester composer who wrote a bassoon concerto in D for Archie Camden. I am interested in minor British composers, having aspired to be one myself, and am generally satisfied with the way the new Grove, if not the musical world without, deals with them. If Sacheverell Coke is not here, Josef Holbrooke is (much quoted for his use of banks of saxophones in Forsyth’s Orchestration), and also Cyril Scott and Dame Ethel Smyth. On Havergal Brian a judgment is made which is applicable to most of the figures of the British musical renascence – that the fresh and idiosyncratic are juxtaposed with the banal and conventional. The major British composers are well covered, but we do not find in their entries the same concentration on tangibles as we find in the articles on Mahler and Bartók and especially Hindemith – music-type illustrations of compositional procedures, the physical nature of their styles. I realize that Imogen Holst has a sort of monopoly of her father, but I should have liked, for a change, a non-filial view, with examples of his superposed fourths (which, not being much of a Mahlerian, I had not till now realized were to be found in Mahler) and the triadic daring of the Hymn of Jesus and the Choral Symphony. 


    The articles on Mozart (a specialization of the editor, Stanley Sadie, who had better be congratulated now, though in parenthesis, and recommended for the next honours list), Beethoven, Wagner and the rest can hardly be overpraised. They are not merely informative, they are sometimes thrilling in the manner of literature. If musicians write so well, and incidentally show so much knowledge of literature, it seems in order to plead once again for literary people to know something about music. I can imagine modern Stendhalians who will read Philip Gossett’s essay on Rossini with great delight and then become worried when they meet his analysis of the ‘slightly tipsy Offenbach cancan’ which, in an F major context, ‘first deploys a curious melodic D flat and finally rings out a truly bizarre F sharp’. There are, as I well know, many men most learned in opera who cannot even read a score. T.S. Eliot, who, as a man whose work was set to music and who wrote about the relationship between the two auditory arts, has an entry here, loved the later Beethoven quartets and yet probably did not know much about the Neapolitan sixth.


    If we want to know what a Neapolitan sixth is, what does Grove tell us? It tells us that it is the first inversion of the major triad built on the flattened second degree of the scale. It usually precedes a V-I cadence and it functions like a subdominant. If I were trying to explain it to a non-musician I would, after telling him that it is called Neapolitan because it was popular with the eighteenth-century Neapolitan school – Scarlatti, Pergolesi, Cimarosa, others – bang out an F major triad on the piano, root position, meaning F in the bass, and then slide the A, C and F which occupy the right hand up to the black keys immediately north of those three white notes (there’s your Neapolitan sixth) and then slide back again. The function of the chord? In Beethoven certainly to effect fairly remote modulations. The earlier works change from key to key by the fairly mild process of adding a sharp or a flat; the last quartets modulate by sliding by semitones: that is where the Neapolitan sixth comes in. I cannot put it any more simply in words, but I can show it on a keyboard. The ‘intelligent enquirer’ of Grove’s 1879 foreword could not, in fact, get much from a compendium. Music cannot be explicated in words. Grove does not provide a musical education from scratch. You have to be pretty far gone in music before you can use Grove at all.


    

    It is no good looking up Tristan und Isolde. In Percy Scholes’s Companion to Music you will find a summary of the plot, act by act; in Grove you will have to read the whole article on Wagner. But Grove will tell you all about the Tristan chord, which may puzzle literary men who consider they have a claim on the opera. And yet without knowing something about this chord – the opening chord of the Prelude: f - b - d sharp - g sharp – you cannot hope to know much about the genesis of modern music. E. Kurth wrote a whole book about the ‘crisis’ in romantic harmony which the Tristan chord engendered, and so did M. Vogel (Der Tristan-Akkord und die Krise der modernen Harmonielehre). The article Armonia in the Enaudi Encyclopedia starts off with the chord. Its mystery lies in the fact that it has a place in traditional functional harmony and yet the first sounding of the chord seems to imply the breakdown of tradition.


    This brings us to atonality and twelve-note composition. The article by George Perle and Paul Lansky may be regarded as typifying the clarity of exposition and depth of scholarship (confirmed, as in every entry, by a most comprehensive bibliography) which characterize the new Grove.10 The article is, as it has to be, wholly technical. It begins: ‘The dissolution of traditional tonal functions in the early years of the twentieth century gave rise to several systematic attempts to derive a total musical structure from a complex of pitch classes that are not functionally differentiated.’ If we want this to be translated into ‘human’ terms we must go to O.W. Neighbour’s article on Schoenberg, where we will see a photograph of Schoenberg, in Tyrolean costume, scraping a cello with the rest of the Fröhliches Quintet (c1895), the first fiddler being Fritz Kreisler. We may read about physical hardship as well as eventual racial persecution, the reluctant necessity to create a new musical language against all the odds, the sympathy Schoenberg felt for those who could not go along with him. You will also meet the personal elements in the music: ‘The trio of the scherzo incorporates the popular melody O du lieber Augustin, the words of which end with the tag, ‘Alles ist hin’, as a private reference to his wife’s liaison with Gerstl.’ The biographies of most composers – perhaps with the sole exception of Rossini – are pretty wretched reading. Penury, sickness and lack of understanding are perennial elements; our own age introduces the particular villainy of the Nazis (who drove out the Aryan Christian Hindemith as well as the Jews) and the dubious refuge of Hollywood.


    But the film music which Schoenberg could not compose (‘Are you trying to save my life by killing me?’) was written by others, some of them also distinguished exiles, and it has earned at last the tribute of a most absorbing survey by Christopher Palmer and John Gillett. Here we learn that, for The Devil and Daniel Webster, ‘Herrmann used the sound of telegraph wires singing at 4 am to characterise Mephisto and had the overtones of C printed on the negative in the form of electronic impulses so that when the film was projected a phantom fundamental was produced’, and that underscoring the action of animated films is known as ‘Mickey-Mousing’. While we are in this area of music brought to the people, we may note that Pop and Popular music are carefully distinguished, though the long article with the latter title sees acid and punk rock and the rest as part of a continuum beginning with Pinsuti, Denza and Balfe and perhaps even earlier. It is refreshing to find such objective and literate treatment of phenomena like Elvis Presley, who started with the kind of material Bill Haley had used but ‘was a much better musician and a more dynamic personality, and in his singing style, gestures and stage deportment… often emphasized the sexual implications of rock and roll more than other white musicians had dared’. And so, after the Jaye Consort of Viols, to Jazz, surveyed by Max Harrison, whose seriousness of approach is confirmed in his final quotation from Schoenberg: ‘The higher an artistic ideal stands, the greater the range of questions, complexes, associations, problems and feelings it will have to cover; and the better it succeeds in compressing this universality into a minimum space, the higher it will stand’.


    This is fine history and excellent discography, but it might have been better for a few music-type illustrations and a closer consideration of jazz harmony, which is a kind of instinctual impressionism, and of the ‘blues scale’, whose flattened thirds and sevenths Harrison finds to be ‘in no way specifically African, nor negroid, still less exclusively American.’ I find no entry for Symphonic Jazz, so I must learn about The Rio Grande under Lambert (another neglected British composer) and the Rhapsody in Blue under Gershwin. Charles Schwartz, in his two columns and a bit, finds the Jewish frailach in Gershwin’s rhythms and disillusions us by telling us that the opening clarinet glissando of the Rhapsody was not the composer’s own work but a joke of Paul Whiteman’s clarinettist, Ross Gorman. Proportions are always just. Gesualdo follows shortly after Gershwin and is given twenty-one pages, more than three of them devoted to lavish extracts from his madrigals. Stravinsky, according to Lorenzo Bianconi, misunderstood Gesualdo, as did Lowinsky, who assigned the eccentric Prince of Venosa to ‘an imaginary, heroic history of visionary prophets’. Bianconi finds in him ‘an exhibitionist and at the same time secretive individualism… socially and historically conditioned by his melancholy evasion of history and society’. Gesualdo, as is perhaps too well known, murdered his wife and her lover in the act and then retired to cultivate a style too advanced for Wagner, let alone the seventeenth century as we think we know the seventeenth century.


    Indeed, browsing in Grove shakes one’s complacent view of Western musical history as a straight progressive line, exhibiting, with the adoption of once-forbidden tonalities or brass instruments with keys, ever more efficient modes of expressing states of feeling or building allegories of divine order (if music is really concerned with these things: we don’t know and we shall never know). A small Scandinavian composer whose name begins with K is using Stravinskian discords while Grieg is selling bonbons filled with snow (Debussy’s metaphor). Even Dvorak, in the Ninth or ‘New World’ Symphony, is using consecutive secondary sevenths before history properly allows (that second movement, incidentally, was intended to be in C, but Dvorak had found chords suitable for getting from E minor to D flat), and Puccini, whom history tells not to administer musical shocks, shocks with the bare fifths of the third act of La Bohème. And Gesualdo uses processions of unrelated triads in what looks like the manner of Vaughan Williams but, of course, is not. Even when the chromaticisms of Purcell’s early anthems and string fantasias sound ‘curiously modern’, Jack Westrup, in his admirable essay on the composer, tells us that ‘they are a logical extension of the practice of his immediate predecessors, particularly Locke.’


    Over a hundred pages are given to Opera – a substantial book in itself, with a team of expert authors too numerous to list here, though the editor is among them. The literary lover of the form need fear no technicalities. The strength of the survey is indicated by the firmness of its definitions and by its willingness to plunge at once into exemplification. ‘Music can strengthen, subtilize or inflect any words that are uttered on the stage. It can also carry hints about words or feelings that are left unexpressed.’ Examples? The accompaniment to the aria ‘Le calme rentre dans mon coeur’ in Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride, where the uneasy throb of the violas ‘contradicts the singer’s words and instructs the listener that his calm is illusory’. The new theme in the closing scene of Das Rheingold, which tells the auditor that an idea has just struck Wotan – great and noble but as yet unspecified. Duets of lovers or conspirators in thirds, sixths or octaves to show unity of sentiment or purpose. And one of the major problems of the form is adumbrated in the general preamble: should primacy be given to the word or the music? Two operas have taken this question as their theme – Salieri’s Prima la musica e poi le parole (1786) and Strauss’s Capriccio (1942).
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