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I have always felt that I have had a music in my head that didn’t exist. I wanted to write a music that would retain its mysteries and never become familiar.


Harrison Birtwistle
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Introduction





Harrison Birtwistle had a good working title for this book: ‘Structured Mutterings’. ‘You structure; I mutter,’ he said, summing up the conversations we held over a period of six months between mid-March and early October 2013. That was only half the truth: much of the time he structured while I muttered.


Somehow, out of these encounters, mostly at his kitchen table in Wiltshire, we made a path through his life – one route of the many that could have been taken. Inevitably much has been omitted, while certain topics have recurred because they happened to be a current preoccupation. Beethoven is a good example: his name crops up again and again, yet he is not a composer I would have expected to dominate.


I have left these meanderings intact. As far as possible our conversations are presented as they took place. That is to say, rather than ordering the material by topic, I have retained the overlaps, jumps and, on occasion, repetitions or dead ends. I thought this the most faithful way to represent Harry’s voice and way of thinking.


Early on he asked me if I would speak to ‘other people’, suggesting a few names. At first I resisted, arguing that this was his account, not anyone else’s. I revised my view after seeing that there was a way to drop observations on particular subjects into the conversation. In some cases, as with family members, they joined in as I interviewed Harry.


Our conversations are also diverted at various points by the pieces on which he was working at the time, notably a new piano concerto for Pierre-Laurent Aimard. I have tried to persuade Harry to describe the process: mentally, physically, musically. The writing of the piano piece is one of many strands running through our talks. However, this book does not aim to give close analysis of compositional structures and techniques, except in so far as the conversation led that way. Those seeking such accounts may find them in several other books, including those by Jonathan Cross and Michael Hall.


The decision to publish the book in time for Harry’s eightieth birthday came late. As a result, we packed in as many conversations as possible within the short time available. Hence the decision to plunge in and see where we ended up, rather than plot and get nowhere. I am grateful to Harry for being so ready and willing, and for asking so few questions about the nature of the book or its progress. Quite often he has asked, jokingly, ‘Yes, but how big is it?’


I have tried to represent his speech patterns. Certain words have a particular colour. Usually Harry says ‘yes’. When he slips into ‘yeah’, meaning and tone are different: variously ironic, bleak, comic or, occasionally, final. So I have left those in. Similarly, some word repetitions or, occasionally, slight misuses, which would not ordinarily survive in a published piece of prose, are here left intact to convey the ebb and flow of the conversation. I have not worried too much about exact dates – as when Harry has misremembered when a childhood event occurred. For those concerned with chronology, the timeline at the end (based, with thanks, on one prepared by Jonathan Cross for Boosey & Hawkes) will correct or pinpoint.


It seemed important to let Harry relate things according to their personal significance or the connections they now suggest, just as he is happy for his sons to have their own versions of a family anecdote, never mind exactly what happened. If this seems insouciant on my part, it reflects only a wish, where this remarkable composer is concerned, to convey not so much the data as the essence.


On 21 January 2014, Harry rang with some late news. ‘I’ve finished the piano concerto! And decided the full title. It’s called Responses: sweet disorder and the carefully careless. It’s what the piece is about. Very Paul Klee, don’t you think?’ Very Paul Klee maybe, but very Harrison Birtwistle too.


Fiona Maddocks, 2014



















CONVERSATIONS






















21 March 2013


MERE, WILTSHIRE. HEAVY SKIES, UNINTERRUPTED RAIN, COLD EAST WIND. TEMPERATURE 5 DEGREES C.







In many almanacs, 21 March is the official start of spring. This bitter, grey day feels like midwinter but the Birtwistle house is warm and comfortable. The stone building was once a silk factory, in a narrow street in the middle of the town. It is approached through a grille-like gate up a single flight of iron stairs, recessed from the street. Thus the ground floor of the house is above street level. The deep slope down towards the entrance acted as a loading bay for carts to access the raised floor level directly, when the house was constructed, circa 1800. Attached on one side to an irregular terrace of small houses from the same period, it nevertheless has a feeling of privacy, solidity and quiet.


Our first conversation, like many subsequent ones, takes place at Harry’s kitchen table. The room is L-shaped. All the cooking activity takes place in the upright of the ‘L’, where windows look down onto a pedestrian lane: schoolchildren pass beneath the window at regular intervals, their cheerful shouts easily audible. Harry likes the sound of young life, the better for needing no attention. Because the room is above street level, only the heads of tall adults can be seen through the slatted blinds as they pass. The kitchen is well ordered, modern and spotless, surfaces clear and gleaming. Someone comes in each day to do housework but Harry clears away first anyway. He feels threatened by mess.


The dining area is in the foot of the ‘L’, where windows look out on the west-facing garden. A long table made of poplar, commissioned from a carpenter in France when the Birtwistles lived there in the 1980s, stretches nearly the length of the room. This is where we sit. The paint colours are those of stone or sky. Contrasting bands have been painted round the door frames by Harry, with advice from his youngest son Toby (or perhaps it was the other way round). All is simple and sturdy, light and contemporary but not tubular.


One exception to the general plainness is the sofa at the end, which is covered in leopard-print fabric. This piece of furniture once belonged to Robert Graves – ‘apparently’, Harry says. ‘That’s what his widow told me. Or at least, he used to sit on it anyway.’ (He would explain how this came about in a later conversation.)


The end of the dining area, beyond the sofa, continues round, open plan, to the hallway and stairs, so perhaps the space is actually more of a ‘U’ than an ‘L’. On the street side of the house, mirroring the dining area, is a rectilinear, library-like room. Harry might be found there sitting on the sofa, watching TV or going through piles of admin papers which he tosses on the floor. Not for long, though. A need for order soon gets the better of him. Where does he put the papers? ‘In a drawer under the bed. Then I never look at them again.’ By mid-afternoon, when most of these conversations take place, this east-facing room always looks dark. Harry says it is filled with light in the morning, and he once had a plan, short-lived, to eat breakfast there each day.


Outside, under the sullen sky, the trees look bare and melancholy. The long straight garden slopes up slightly from the house then drops down to a long, stone water feature, like a section of a canal, except that the water is moving, tumbling down to a yet lower level at one end. This rill is full of mirror carp. The garden design is the work of Lorraine Johnson, who is married to Harry’s agent of forty years, Andrew Rosner. Two gravel paths either side of the water lead to steps up to Harry’s wooden studio at the end: the impression is of entering a tree house. The whole effect is enclosed, compact, considered, designed. Houses overlook just yards away, but you soon forget them.


Given the weather, on this first occasion we stay in the kitchen. Irvine Hunt, whom Harry has known since he was in his teens when Irvine, four years older, was already a reporter on the Accrington Observer, is in the next room. He has come to stay for the week. He often does. ‘It’s good when he comes. He does everything. I can get on and work.’ Drawings and watercolours by Harry’s oldest son, Adam Birtwistle, hang on the wall behind the sofa. There are works by other artists elsewhere, including some small, delicate watercolours by Harry’s late wife, Sheila.


A French armoire made of elm and ‘messed about a bit’, as Harry puts it, contains glasses. The dominant piece of furniture is a big wooden chest of drawers painted a dark, dusty blue. Two earthenware bowls from Afghanistan, which arrived unsolicited in a consignment from a carpet-seller, sit formally on the table and contain lemons. There are always lemons on the table and if not lemons, limes, or sometimes both.








What are your earliest childhood memories? Set the scene of your first home, your parents, your upbringing.


Sunday afternoons. That’s what comes to mind. They were different. We didn’t have much room. I remember a big chassis pram pushed under the table. It was my pram, so this might be one of my earliest memories. I had no brothers or sisters. One end of the pram stuck out. When my son Adam was born we had the same kind … And I used to push it under the table, half sticking out, in exactly the same way.


Why were Sundays different?


There was a sort of melancholy. Everything stopped. There was nothing. It was significant even for people who didn’t go to church – an idea of ‘Sunday best’ right down to the clothes and the tea service. I remember the cups we had – they were very 1930s, straight ‘triangular’, with green lines round the top. My mother went to the Methodist chapel. Or maybe it was Baptist – one or the other. No one knew the difference. I went to Sunday school. I was taught the piano by someone called Ormerod. You can’t forget a name like that. Somehow I knew he was homosexual though he was married and though no one had told me about such things and I didn’t know the word … Those things went on … you just knew, though no one said anything. I was never told the facts of life. But I’m not making it up. He once made a pass at my father – when he, my father, was about eighty! My father!







[By now Harry is laughing helplessly.]





But I didn’t go to the chapel until later when I played the hymns. I think my mother was very keen on my having Sunday suits.


Tweed suits, or what?


Tweed suits didn’t come until my rebel days. I suppose they were serge or similar, with short trousers for quite a while.


Did both your parents work?


My parents had what was called a confectioner’s shop in Accrington [Lancashire] but really it was a bakery. They baked, both of them. I think they had gone to some sort of night school, or done apprenticeships, to learn the skill – how to make bread commercially.


The downstairs had three rooms where most of the other houses in the row – terraced ‘two-up two-downs’ – had just the two. Upstairs we had a bathroom, with a bath and washbasin. I remember the roll-top and the big straight taps which were fixed so the water ran very close to the edge of the bath. I can see the green-grey limescale mark. It was probably the only bathroom in the street. But the toilet was outside in the back yard like everyone else’s.


Two of the downstairs rooms were workrooms – the shop and the kitchen. The third was the living room. It was always full of things to do with the business. There was a three-piece suite but every two weeks there’d be a delivery of great sacks of flour filling the room …


I remember sitting in a high chair – another of my earliest memories, which is very vivid – and being given lumps of dough to play with. Instinctively I still know how bread should be kneaded and pulled. I can watch someone doing it and know if the result will be any good or not. But that tactile thing of working with dough carried through to my abiding interest in clay and pottery. The idea of turning raw material into something else was part of the appeal.


We had a car, too, which set us apart. My father was quite entrepreneurial. I used to go off with him to the farmers beyond Clitheroe – the Trough of Bowland as it’s known – and get eggs and butter. There was a place called Lane Ends, just a crossroads … Sometimes we’d come back with a load of live ducks or chickens so we could sell our own eggs. I can tell the kind of chicken from looking at an egg. And I can tell which hen in a coop laid it by the markings.


So you were, within that Lancashire mill-town community, better off than some of your neighbours?


Oh yes, certainly. In a small way my father made quite a bit of money because of the war. He dealt in what I suppose you’d call the soft black-market economy, getting hold of and selling things that people wanted. You weren’t allowed to have all that dairy produce because of rations. Once we came back with a crate of live ducks and he sold them to someone in Accrington.


As the baker and confectioner in a small town, was your father a well-known figure in the neighbourhood?


I suppose so. A bit. He used to make all the wedding cakes – the sort with three tiers and columns and a bride and groom on top. My mother didn’t do that. That was his department.


Were you close to your father?


We were different kinds of people. Or maybe in fact we were very similar but our paths diverged, and the context of our lives made us seem more different than we really were. I was his only son, his only child. That was important in defining how we were with one another. He was a dreamer, full of ideas and fantasies. He was called Fred. His brother was called Harry.


What was school like?


I’ll come back to talking about school … when I know you better. It’s difficult stuff.


We’ll come back to it, then. What images or sounds dominated at that period?


Clogs. I used to lie in bed early in the morning and at a certain time, maybe around seven a.m., there’d be a tremendous clattering in the streets, getting louder and louder, and it was the sound of clogs. Workers were on their way to the mill. Half an hour later the same would happen again, maybe for a different shift in another mill.







[One of the chief employers in Accrington at that time was Howard & Bullough, makers of textile manufacturers’ machinery used in cotton mills.]





There were people called ‘cloggers’ who mended, like cobblers. There was a repair shop for clogs. You didn’t leave them there. Instead you sat, in your socks, on a long bench with other people waiting while they had your clogs redone. They had metal strips, like horseshoes, that needed replacing. I remember sitting there holding my clogs.


I started at the church school in Accrington when I was approaching my fourth birthday. So, at the age of three, I remember my first proper shoes were a pair of clogs. And they rubbed the skin in deep gouges off my heels, so badly that the teacher had to cut the flapping skin off.


What were your parents like? What sort of background did they come from?


I wish I’d asked my parents more about their past. My father, Fred, was born in 1896. So he was seventeen in 1914 when he went into the war. He was at Gallipoli, and the Somme, and survived both. I don’t know anything about his life after [the Armistice] and before I was born, in 1934. It’s quite a long time but we never spoke about it. I’ve got his records from the First World War. He was quite tall as I remember, at least five foot ten or more. But he’s down as measuring five foot six and three-quarters. He was just a boy, still growing, when he went to war!


I think he attempted to educate himself, perhaps without much success. He was interested in music. He tried the cello and I think took singing lessons, neither with much success. He went to the Accrington Clef Club [founded in 1903, all-male membership until 1990] which took classical music very seriously.


Tell me about your mother.


My mother – Margaret, always called Madge – was maybe five years younger. I know they lost one or more children, miscarriages I think. Nothing was ever said. But I was a wanted child. She had me, for that time, quite late – I think she was in her thirties. Her background was that her parents were local carpenters and coffin-makers. I never met any of my grandparents, maternal or paternal. They were all dead. I knew some of my mother’s brothers. There was a problem to do with the break-up of the family business. I never knew much about it. But I was aware of tensions. Tom and Edgar, two of them, ran the place and lived either end of what we thought of as the ‘kingdom’. Edgar brought this chest of drawers – which I painted blue – to the house.


Here in your own kitchen it actually looks quite French?


No. The table is French. The armoire is French. But the drawers were from Accrington, from Uncle Edgar! It was a dresser then, with compartments and shelves above. There were four brothers, and later two stepsisters. I had the impression that my mother kept them all together. I think I was nearly called Edgar.





So not Edgar, but why were you called Harrison? Isn’t there a mystery about your name?


I don’t know if I was registered on my birth certificate as Harrison or Harry. Harrison was my mother’s maiden name. No one ever calls me Harrison except, when I was a child, to be posh – or unless they don’t know me. But in some reference books my name is down as Harrison Paul, which it isn’t, and never has been. I don’t have a second name.


That happened because there was some bother with a landlady once and I used the name Paul – it was a long time ago – and Audrey Goehr, Alexander Goehr’s first wife, thought that was my name. When she was secretary of the ISCM she filled in my Who’s Who form with Paul on it and I’ve never changed it. But it’s wrong.


Were you close to your mother?


I don’t know. With your parents you accept everything as the status quo. That’s how it is. I mean she would have laid herself down for me if I’d asked her to. And sacrificed anything. I think she was sixty-nine when she died, more or less. My father was older than her. And he was eighty-three when he died.


Was there any music at this stage? What do you remember?


In Accrington there was a military band – the East Lancashire Military Band, which I played in. That was very unusual. There were many brass bands but none in the area with woodwind except ours. I’d love to know what the history of that was and how that happened. One of the players lived in the next street and taught clarinet. So when I was seven, I started on the C clarinet. It has a sweet mellow sound. It was easier to play because it was smaller. Haydn wrote for the C clarinet … Music came into my life.


No starting off on recorder then?


Recorders really didn’t exist as instruments for children at that time. All that came later, as part of a desire for schoolchildren to learn music and all those Dolmetsch and Schott plastic recorders.


The introduction of music in my life was very much the ambition of my mother. She was the one. It’s not the sort of thing I would have asked for as a child – can I have a clarinet? – no, not at all.


Did you hear music as well as play it?


My father had a radiogram – a radio with built-in gramophone. I remember Richard Tauber singing Schubert. I remember one of Mendelssohn’s Songs without Words. And the ‘Donkey Serenade’. I never forgot the lines: ‘There’s a song in the air/But the fair señorita/Doesn’t seem to care/For the song in the air.’


What else did you hear on the radiogram?


John McCormack, Josef Locke. It wasn’t until much later that I had an idea of music as something outside, bigger than the sort of thing I did in music lessons.





Did you take to the clarinet quickly?


I don’t think, with hindsight, I was a natural as an instrumentalist or, really, as a musician. I was the only one doing it. It’s what I did. Whether or not I had talent didn’t really come into it. The thing about practice making perfect is misunderstood. Practice can help the untalented or the mediocre improve. But those who are naturals never practise. That’s how it seems anyway. Alan Hacker never practised [the clarinet], nor John Ogdon [the piano].


But I did. I worked hard at the clarinet, and soon after we got a piano too. And I think it was a sort of ambition of my parents that music would be a route I’d take. It was seen as something to aspire to. And coming from that sort of society, they thought it was a form of education too, and that you didn’t really need any other sort of studying.


Were you good at the piano?


I played hymns at the Methodist chapel – maybe when I was thirteen or fourteen. I can play [Beethoven] Op. 49 no. 2.




[Deadpan. This is one of the ‘easy’ Beethoven sonatas recommended for Associated Board Grade 5 students.]





Did you start writing music at this stage?


In retrospect, I can see that as I learned to read music and to understand about notation, so there was a sort of creativity at work – I made efforts to write my own music. It sounded like nothing. I wrote single lines and I’ve been doing it ever since!


Did you stay at the bakery? Do you remember the Second World War? What happened next?


My father was a fantasist, a great one for picking things up then dropping them. My mother wanted a bungalow – a newfangled idea at the time. Just after the war – I suppose around 1946 – my father gave up the bakery. It was still a shop until a few years ago. Once I went back, with a film crew making a documentary, and I asked if I could stand in the living room. The fireplace was there. It was like stepping instantly into a lost past, especially finding the cupboard to the side of it which you opened by pressing down a catch – all so completely familiar.


It had a very strong effect on me. It unlocked a memory. This is all very important to me, this sense of time and memory.


Anyway we left the bakery. I don’t know why, maybe there was some tension about it, and my father bought a smallholding, a sort of farm, and kept pigs.


Did you move far? Was it a completely different world for you as a young child?


It seemed like the end of the earth but it was only about six or seven miles away.


I thought it was absolutely wonderful. It seemed rural to me though I suppose it was only semi-rural. I remember hearing corncrakes. I didn’t hear them again until I went to the Outer Hebrides with my son Silas, just a few years ago. The minute we stepped out of the plane I heard a sound I hadn’t encountered since about 1949 or 1950 in Lancashire. Corncrakes. I think they are largely extinct in England. That’s the only place where they thrive now. But what I’m really talking about is memory. It has no sense of time. Instantly I was in that place of my childhood.


There’s a lingering sadness in me about what happened to that part of the world, where I grew up. The more I was there, the more I became disillusioned. I remember once sitting with some boys … and I said, ‘Did you know there’s been a war?’ – imagine asking that! – because it felt so far away from anywhere. It was probably about five miles from Accrington.


Then, when I was there, they built a huge power station, with huge cooling towers.




[The Mayor opened it on 11 May 1956. The station closed in 1984 and the cooling towers were removed in 1988, leaving the shell of the power station, which has since been comprehensively vandalised. If you Google images of Huncoat Power Station you see desolate concrete surrounded by what looks like a quarry lake and rich, green vegetation, once Harry’s Arcady.]





Now it looks like a Tarkovsky film set. Stalker? Solaris? They’ve taken the towers down but sort of left it to rot.


The house we lived in had probably started out as outbuildings rather than a domestic dwelling. My father spent maybe a year converting it into a bungalow – that bungalow thing again! – but it was the most Cold Comfort Farm place you could imagine. The walls were thick and damp. There was no damp course. There was even a shower, but no one used it.




The conversation ends abruptly. We have spoken for an hour and Harry has had enough of reminding himself about a long distant past. We agree to continue the next day.



















22 March 2013


WILTSHIRE. STORMY RAIN, STRONG EAST WIND. TEMPERATURE 6 DEGREES.







Harry is listening to a CD when I arrive. ‘I didn’t think you listened to CDs,’ I say, remembering past observations on the subject. ‘I don’t. Never. Well, I do sometimes. Self-evidently. These Lawes fantasias are wonderful. I listen to Purcell fantazias, Cage sonatas. Maybe early stuff. Machaut. That’s it. More or less. I get sent things.’


Today’s conversation takes place in Harry’s studio at the bottom of the garden. We make the short, blustery walk from the house, up across the raised lawn passing a bed of Helleborus orientalis, the Lenten rose also known – appropriately for this raw day – as the winter rose. There are self-seeding Helleborus niger too, also called Christ’s herb, clove-tongue and Christmas rose. These plants are steeped in myth and folklore: used in witchcraft for summoning demons and responsible for the death of Alexander the Great. No doubt Harry is well aware of this sort of thing.


The studio is functional but rigorously organised, glazed on one side only, tall bamboo brushing against the window and giving a sense of privacy. The other walls are bare slatted timber, a grander version of a garden shed. It is warm and carpeted, practical rather than decorative, long built-in desk, an electronic piano keyboard, table, sofa, huge hardboard panels on which to support the large manuscript paper Harry prefers. Pencils, ruler, sharpener, toolbox, small English dictionary are near at hand.


He has scribbled the names of the twelve disciples on one of the hardboard panels, a reference to his opera The Last Supper. Two or three postcards are propped up: one of John Wayne as the Ringo Kid in Stagecoach, for reasons which become clear later; another showing the hilly landscape in the Lot region of France where he lived in the 1980s.


Harry pulls out a sheet of printed music headed The Tempest – the song ‘Full Fathom Five’ – and sings it, playing the simple piano accompaniment on the twangy electronic keyboard. ‘The only piece of music that remains from my National Theatre days. I could sue them,’ he says. All the music from his time as a composer for the National Theatre, where he wrote the music for Peter Shaffer’s Amadeus and Peter Hall’s production of The Oresteia, has, Harry thinks, been destroyed.


Apart from the dictionary, the only printed matter is a miniature score of Berg’s Violin Concerto, Stravinsky’s Canticum Sacrum and a piece by Ginastera, title obscured by other papers.





Tell me more about your early experience of music, your first music lessons. Were you immediately hungry to explore the repertoire?


Gradually music became, in a sense, my future. It was the thing I was going to do, and if I didn’t, what would I do instead? But I think I was doing it without any real facility. I was perfectly good. I became a capable instrumentalist, of considerable technique. I could play anything. Yet it never seemed natural. I worked hard at it. It was all about technique. The clarinet doesn’t have much repertoire.


It wasn’t until much later that I discovered music as something outside myself.


Was most of your time spent on music? What else did you do? Sport? Anything you’d call a ‘hobby’?


I was very much a loner, particularly in the environment in which I lived – the so-called country, at Childers Green. There was a farm near by. I had a friend there, a year younger, who was a natural at everything. He could play the piano better than me. And he never practised.


What I’m really talking about is my relationship with music …


What do you mean?





Well, I suppose I’m talking partly about a particular event – a concert I heard with, I think, the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Walter Susskind. Perhaps it was an ENSA concert. They played [Debussy’s Prélude à] L’Après-midi d’un faune.


That was an epiphany, a real epiphany. The music was independent of me, of my learning the clarinet or the piano. But it’s really all about school. I’m not ready to talk about that yet.


OK, we’ll leave school aside. Do you want to jump ahead further – to once you got to college in Manchester?


No, it’s all about school. That’s the essence.


But you won’t talk about it now? Well tell me, instead, what your childhood bedroom was like? What did you keep in it?


I can remember it as if it was yesterday – I’m talking about the room in the smallholding. It was when I became a sort of naturalist. To me it was almost an Arcadian paradise, that period as a child – not that I’d have thought in those terms. I used to cycle out, towards the moorlands to the west and the drystone walls and farming area to the east. It was close to the borders of Yorkshire, near Fountains Abbey.


I never liked the idea of hobbies. I seem to think that everything that’s ever interested me – moths, which I collected, clay, music – they’re all part of one thing. Not something you start to do when you’ve stopped doing something else.


At one point I enrolled in a night-school class to do clay modelling. But being of a sensitive nature, when the other boys used to flick pellets of clay at me I didn’t know what to do, so I stopped. I suppose I was in my early teens.


It was a funny journey, the school thing, because by the time I was about fourteen I had outgrown my teachers. There were no facilities at the school.


So on Mondays I was allowed to go to Manchester to have lessons with musicians from the Hallé. Oddly enough one of them was a clarinettist who came from Accrington. We used to use studios in Forsyth’s piano showroom. Later I used to take my girlfriends there. I used to play the piano with one hand when it all got a bit too quiet so no one would wonder what was going on …




The conversation ends. Harry retrieves his iPad, a new acquisition with whose function – as with computers and mobile phones in general – he is relatively unfamiliar. But he knows how to search music on YouTube and quickly finds Josef Locke singing ‘Galway Bay’; John McCormack, perfect syllables and pure-toned with endless high notes in ‘I Hear You Calling Me’. Roy Orbison, one of Harry’s favourite singers, is another choice: ‘Only the Lonely’.


Then he finds John Travolta dancing with Uma Thurman in the twist contest scene in Pulp Fiction, to Chuck Berry singing ‘You Never Can Tell’. Harry is hooked. ‘You see, he’s not moving his head. Look. It’s just his hips and legs.’ As I shut the door behind me and clatter down the iron steps outside, I can hear the strains of Dusty Springfield belting out ‘Son of a Preacher Man’. Given the popular perception of Harry as the hard voice of modernism, this sequence of all-time-favourite balladeer romantics is almost quaint.



















4 April 2013


WILTSHIRE. LIGHT SNOW. BITTER NORTH-EAST WIND. TEMPERATURE 3.5 DEGREES. THE ‘COLDEST EASTER ON RECORD’ HAS JUST PASSED AND THE WORST MARCH SINCE 1962 IS OVER. APRIL SO FAR IS EVEN BLEAKER.







The grass has been cut. The light is spring-like but the ground remains rock hard. Harry’s granddaughter Mimi is working at the kitchen table, preparing for GCSE exams. One of her exam subjects is music. Harry has cast an eye over the check list of information she is supposed to absorb and can hardly believe it. Later over tea he bellows, ‘Define serialism. Define serialism! What the hell does that mean?’


Today he is already in the studio, slumped and cocooned in an animal-print blanket against the cold, as if in a sleeping bag or chrysalis. This could be a metaphor for the fragmented conversation that follows. There are many long silences, for all that it might look fluent on the page.





Some days I find it easy to talk about things … Others I clamp down. I can’t tell why or when. The other day I stepped in at short notice to cover for Max [Peter Maxwell Davies] in a workshop with young composers in Wales. It felt as though I was – not in any big-headed sense – in control, doing something I never imagined I would be able to do: standing up and talking to a lot of people.


I have a great sense of the ‘imago’. You know what an imago is? Creatures who are born fully formed. The butterfly is the obvious example. There’s no middle period, no development except of course at the chrysalis stage. They arrive in life, perfect. There are people like that. It’s not a good thing or a bad thing. It’s a fact.


I was not like that. I never felt that anything came naturally. I was always struggling, in ways that perhaps no one really saw, to get to where I wanted to be – though I didn’t absolutely know where that place was. These things are hard to express …




[Long silence.]





Since our last conversation, you have started your piano concerto. The songs you were finishing for Mark Padmore [Songs from the Same Earth] have already been published. I can see the new score, propped up on the piano. The guitar piece is complete, too. This is a lot of work in a short space of time. Yet you say you struggle.




 





The guitar piece was short, more an ‘occasional’ piece. The songs had been a longer process, since last year. So long, in fact, that I set one of the poems twice as I’d forgotten I’d already done it. I took it in to Boosey’s and they said, ‘You’ve already done this.’ They’ve published both.


Did you think about the piano concerto at the same time you were working on these other two pieces, like a big river flowing beneath whatever’s happening on the surface?


Yes. Exactly.


You know what’s interesting? It’s how you introduce ideas. How do you bring in the piano? At the start? Halfway through? Loudly? Almost inaudibly? These are obvious questions but they preoccupy me all the time. You think of Beethoven’s Fourth Piano Concerto – the piano is there at the start. Then you’re committed. That shapes what comes next. I’m stating the obvious.


Or Schumann’s Piano Concerto? You said you had heard that recently and been impressed by it?


Yes. It’s a good piece, that. But that’s also another matter for me. I am surprised how well I know it, every note. I must have played it – the clarinet part, I mean – in an orchestra once.


I suppose in the intervening years – since first hearing it – I’ve accumulated and been dealing with things, as a composer. So I now recognise or perhaps appreciate better what’s in this music.


You see that picture?




[Three small images of John Wayne in Stagecoach (1939), a cowboy classic directed by John Ford, on a page torn from a book, are stuck on Harry’s work board. The film, shot in Monument Valley on the Arizona–Utah border, is an archetypal Western, with a rousing if repetitive soundtrack based on cowboy songs.]





The question is, how does the director introduce John Wayne? How? He isn’t there at the beginning. It starts with all these disparate people inside the stagecoach. The stage is leaving. They’re wondering where Ringo is. No one knows. Then suddenly the driver says, ‘Hey, look, it’s Ringo.’ He’s where you least expect him – standing in the middle of the highway, off his horse.


The ‘dolly’ that pulls the camera can’t keep up with him and there’s a point when John Wayne’s face is out of focus. And then he’s in focus again. They’re the stills in the picture I’ve got pinned up. It’s a fantastic way of setting it all up.


Those moments, where you set something up, are sacred – then you’re committed. It’s like the first mark on a canvas. Everything you do next is a result of that. You can control the size of a canvas and the scale of the piece but that first mark is your only free choice. Every move after that is a consequence. I think a lot in terms of moves.


Moves as in chess?


Yes. Francis Bacon talked about how he didn’t want to make pictures that were about anything. He said that within two minutes you were going to be bored of the subject. I agree.


The process of introducing things – where we started talking a moment ago – and making a context is all part of the game.


You know how Britten introduced Billy Budd in his opera?


Remind me.





He has him name himself: ‘William Budd’. That was a brilliant solution.


Music isn’t like painting. It’s linear. So you might have a big notion of where you are going but you can only achieve it note by note, bar by bar. You can’t make a big splash of colour like you might with paint. Not that that’s how all painters work, but there isn’t even that option available in music.


So how do you keep that sense of – what can we call it –


Momentum? Engaged state?


That kind of thing. How can we keep that alive all the time as you introduce events and make moves?


I’m talking subjectively. As always.


So how do you create something which is in a permanent state of exposition? This is what matters. This is what keeps me awake – metaphorically. This is what the battle is.


To what extent do you plan? You have been thinking about the piano concerto for a good while.


I could never design a piece externally. Never make a ‘form scheme’ like Stockhausen. There are certain things, ideas, which are thrown up which you would never arrive at if you followed a preordained plan.


So it’s risky?


It’s like making up a recipe. You go to the store cupboard. You decide to get out certain ingredients. You might start with raisins, and then get out the mustard.


Not nice –


But you’re already sunk. That’s what you have to do and you have to be very clever to avoid disaster. Those are your ingredients and you have to make them work together.


That’s what I think about all the time. All the time. Day and night.


You have to work with surprises. You can’t fabricate them. The sum total – the raisins and the mustard and what you do with them – becomes the form. Not the other way round.


Think of Beethoven. Nowadays I have a completely different feeling about Beethoven in a way I couldn’t have felt in the past. He’s a composer who never, ever does what you expect him to do. And what he does is never contrived.


There’s an early piano sonata I heard someone play the other day – No. 11 [Op. 22 in B flat major] – it’s a bit like an embryonic Hammerklavier. I thought it was extraordinary. In one sense you know the harmonic language but everything seemed new, as if for the first time.


In some ways these thoughts have made me qualify my feelings about music I don’t like. Or didn’t like. Or didn’t think I liked. But not about the ones that don’t speak to me in some way.


What composers go into that ‘don’t speak to me’ category?


Tchaikovsky.





You don’t get it, or what?


I don’t get it? Oh yes, I get it all right. That’s the trouble. I’m not interested in it.


And others you do – or don’t – get?


Rachmaninov. He doesn’t do what I’m interested in.


Not even those great, lavish clarinet solos – as in the slow movement of the Second Symphony?


It’s all too subjective.


Then does Mahler go in that category too?


With Mahler there’s an element that has to be admired. When I first heard the First Symphony, I was particularly struck, especially by the first movement. It wasn’t like anything I’d heard. It seemed to be music from left field as they say in America. (Do I mean ‘left field’? Is that what they say?)


Where did you first hear Mahler 1?


In Manchester. The Hallé played it under John Barbirolli when I was a student. He introduced all the big composers around that time – Mahler, Sibelius, Vaughan Williams. I remember being taken with VW’s Sixth Symphony.





Do you still respond to that repertoire?


When I listen to Vaughan Williams I find it very harmoncally undernourished. But there’s another aspect to all this: those pieces that made an impact at a particular stage because it was part of a process of discovery, as a young person finding things you had never come across before, that change the way you live, the way you think. They make your life extraordinary, because they are so different from everything you’ve known up to that point. They shape and qualify and offer possibilities you’d never realised might exist.


Are you thinking of particular pieces which made that impact?


It was a big step for me from Vaughan Williams to first hearing Debussy’s L’Après-midi d’un faune. And later, to Messiaen and to Boulez’s Le Marteau sans maître.


I was about twenty when I heard Turangalîla. I went to London and heard it with Sandy Goehr. It meant a lot to me then. Maybe now it’s more difficult for me.


I have to keep coming back to the way all this feeds this thing, this unformed, indescribable inner self which I am trying to talk about. It’s a way of finding a way through the labyrinth, the thicket … They help you to open gates … make you see you are not so stupid …


Can we go back to the imago idea, your preoccupation with it?


Part of my problem, or maybe ‘problem’, has always been trying to hang on to a sense of self while being surrounded by those who seemed more brilliant, and certain of what they were doing. I was never that.


People in my ‘circle’ at Manchester – Max, Sandy, John Ogdon, Alan Hacker – they were all in a sense so brilliant. The world is full of them.


My difference – something I’ve struggled with all my life – is that I had an ‘idea’, and I don’t know what you’d call it … it all sounds so boastful.


Do you mean a sort of vision, a calling?


Yeah, well.




[Long silence.]





From early childhood …


It all sounds pretentious.




[More silence.]





Did something happen? An experience – good or bad?


Yes. No.




[More silence. Big intake of breath.]





OK.


I want you to draw a big box round this.


Get it? A big black line.







[Later I am concerned as to whether Harry wanted me to include this. I felt that he did, compared with other no-go topics which arose where I conspicuously, almost theatrically, stopped the recording and closed my notebook. Yet had I asked him directly, I suspect that in his modesty and privacy he would have said no. So, Harry, I have taken the decision to keep it in. I hope it is the right one. If not, forgive me.]





There’s a day I remember. I was about thirteen. We lived near an area of beautiful woodland. We talked about this last time, you remember? It’s still there, but it’s a bit messed up now, which makes me sad. I used to go that way to school.


That day, I walked along the road, past a lake and into a wood. It was the most beautiful day. Everything looked magic al – not in a silly way but just the magic of a perfect day. I didn’t go to school that day. I went in the wrong direction.


And I kept thinking how beautiful everything looked.


For what it’s worth, and it sounds so arrogant, but on that day I thought, ‘I’m going to do it.’ Whatever ‘it’ was. If it hadn’t been music it might have been something else.


I wasn’t being pretentious. I was too young for that. I simply felt, one way or another, that I had some sort of task, some impossible goal, and that’s what I was going to do. The decision was made.


But presumably it wasn’t that simple? Do you remember anything else about that day? You didn’t go to school …?


No. I don’t remember anything else.


No, it comes straight back to the fundamental, the rock-bottom notion of how I am, who I am, and how I am in respect of the imago … It’s been my fight, my problem. I fought my way from the start because nothing was easy.


And yet overriding all my struggle was the clear sense that I knew what I was fighting for. Do you get me? Maybe it happens to all young people, that moment of self-discovery. The epiphany, the road to Damascus, all that stuff. I didn’t discover Jesus that day. But the awareness of that day has reverberated all my life, right up till today, sitting here now – and that’s the truth, God strike me down, as they say.


It – what I’m calling ‘it’ – manifests itself in a lot of other things in me, and the way I live my life. All the things I’m interested in feed into the ‘it’. I can’t bear the idea of having hobbies – of something you start doing when you stop doing something else. For me, making a pizza or writing a bar of music or boiling an egg or growing a potato or whatever it is, it’s all part of the same thing. It has to be the best. I set myself ideals and I am frustrated when I don’t achieve them.


Maybe I could have done other things if I hadn’t done music – written poems, painted pictures. I don’t know. I’ve picked up certain things – like making pots – and then got rid of them again. I can’t be an amateur. Whatever it is, it needs my full attention.


I knew someone who made pots who taught art when I was teaching music at Cranborne Chase [School]. I remember in particular one thing he said: that when you see a pot, you have to decide how heavy it is. And if it surprises you when you pick it up, it’s not a good pot. Its external aspect must be the same as the internal. That resonated with me.


These practical considerations are important. It’s why I’ve always been interested in Beaker pottery – it’s no different from what you might make today. And in the pots I have bought myself, there is no decoration. It’s very difficult, and rare, to see a pot where decoration works. The Japanese are good at it.


So you don’t, following that logic, like Greek pots?


I can’t bear them. You look at the decoration and then you don’t look at the pot. Or the other way round.


Of course an appreciation of all this has taken a long time. I’m being very purist. I like the pure, unadorned statement. It’s a kind of Zen thing.


It’s always been that way for me. When you are young and in a state of innocence, you can appreciate this aesthetic without necessarily putting it into words.




[Silence.]





Shall we go back to talking about the piano concerto, about starting a piece?


I don’t think anyone else writes music the way I do – by which I don’t mean what it sounds like –


Though that, too …


I mean the way I do it, in practical terms. You see this …







[We look at three large sheets of manuscript paper, neatly notated in full orchestration. The opening bars have fast-note castanet machine, crasher and triangle. The harp plays two Es and two F flat harmonics – ‘so four notes the same, four strings all playing the same note’ – then the piano enters. Harry picks out the piano part on the electronic keyboard he uses, seemingly set to honky-tonk mode. Other sheets of manuscript, less fully worked, are attached to other hardboard panels on the other side of the workbench.]





The piano comes in very near the start. You made that decision. Here it is, after just three bars …


Yes, it’s like an interruption. It’s marked ‘brillante’. I don’t know what those percussion instruments will sound like together.


A sort of shimmer effect?


Something volatile. I can sort of guess what it sounds like but I won’t know exactly till I hear it.


But what I mean about not doing what anyone else does – and I’m not talking about better or worse – is that I have all these little bits, and I might put them in any order, and then I have to copy out what I have stuck together.


Copy out?


I mean I have to do it in neat, correctly, so that I know where I am and what I’m doing. And that becomes the piece. Otherwise it’s a mess, or a confusion, and it doesn’t feel real.





Like a writer typing up something they’ve written in longhand?


Maybe. It helps pin something down. There are so many possibilities, and in the end you make a pact with the idea and you see it through. And when you hear the piece you’re not going to hear my problems, my struggles. It’s going to sound natural, as if it’s meant to happen that way, each note following the other as naturally as an apple falling off a tree.


I don’t believe in inspiration. When people say, ‘Oh, that was my moment of inspiration’, it usually means they’ve lifted the idea from someone else.


If they found a toad and then painted a picture of a sunrise – now, that would be inspiration.




[That conversation, for now, is closed. After a pause, we move to easier topics.]





Can you see a starting point, in these pre-Manchester years, for an awakening of interest in the specifically ‘English’ traditions in your music – which surface particularly in your music-theatre pieces from Punch and Judy to Under the Greenwood Tree to Yan Tan Tethera to Gawain?


 


Yes and no. Those interests were always there. I never really searched for them. I don’t think I had any more contact with Punch and Judy than any child who goes to the seaside in their summer holidays.


But most summers as it happens I did spend in Fleetwood, near Morecambe, with my mother’s stepsister. My mother would take me and then I’d stay there for maybe a week or more – I can’t remember. They – my aunt and uncle – ran an ice-cream shop. They made the ice-cream with real ice in a big churn.
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