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Prologue – Preface and Acknowledgements





The work of Harrison Birtwistle occupies a significant place in twentieth-century Western art and is arguably among the most exciting, original and challenging music ever to have been produced by a British composer. The origins of his thinking are clearly rooted in early European modernism – in the music of Debussy, Stravinsky, Varèse and Webern, and in the painting and ideas of Cézanne, Klee and Picasso – while his work stands alongside and shares aspects of the aesthetics of, among others, Berio, Boulez, Messiaen and Stockhausen. The ability of his music to speak powerfully to performers and public alike lies partly in its obsessiveness, in its ongoing exploration of the basic and primeval aspects of music and the human psyche. It has often been commented that Birtwistle is a single-minded composer who, in some senses, writes the same piece over and over again: even he has implied as much in his comment that ‘Pieces don’t really start: they’re part of a continuous process’.1 Meirion Bowen’s description of him, after Isaiah Berlin, as the hedgehog who ‘knows one big thing’2 remains pertinent. What this ‘one big thing’ is, however, is difficult to define, but it seems in essence to be something tragic, and involves an instinctive understanding – in Nietzsche’s terms3 – of the primordial impulses of Dionysus which he attempts to contain (sometimes barely: witness the furore over the première of Panic in 1995) within the rational forms of Apollo.


Birtwistle is, appropriately, a man of few words. His music suggests and attempts to articulate those truths which language is incapable of expressing. Like Stravinsky, like Cézanne, Birtwistle’s art is generally concerned with the universal rather than the particular, with the collective rather than the individual, with landscape rather than portrait. Hence his preoccupation with myth and ritual, with formal theatre and stylized drama, with contexts that can give shape to these deep feelings and ideas. And hence his obsession with simple musical structures – such as verse-refrain forms – and with the very basics of musical language – pulse, melody, repetition, variation. Every one of Birtwistle’s works, from the largest-scale ‘opera’ such as The Mask of Orpheus to the smallest-scale study such as Hoquetus Petrus, explores these musical fundamentals, these universal human truths.


In this book I do not attempt to catalogue Harrison Birtwistle’s complete life and works to date. Rather, my principal aim is to uncover the sources and functions of the composer’s aesthetic, to present a critical account of his musical, dramatic and philosophical development and preoccupations, and to examine his major works for concert hall and opera house in these contexts. Birtwistle has often likened his musical processes to viewing a three-dimensional object from many different angles; likewise, I structure this book by topics rather than works, attempting to come to an understanding of the mind of the composer through an examination of his output in a variety of ways and from many different perspectives. But I also adopt a literary conceit which I hope Birtwistle himself will enjoy. The formal structures of Attic tragedy have been a continuing source of fascination for the composer, and many of his works – and by no means only his stage works – have taken on the characteristics of ancient Greek theatre. In a book concerned with the tragic nature of this composer’s art, in a book whose various episodes seem continually and inevitably to go over the same ground from new perspectives, it seemed to me utterly appropriate that my ideas too should be shaped according to some abstract notion of Greek tragedy. Thus, the parados, the first entry of the chorus, sets the scene for the unfolding of the drama, and provides a context within which the narrative can be interpreted; various episodes follow, which reveal different but related aspects of the protagonist’s character; at the centre-point of the drama stands the stasimon, the still centre around which all the other ideas turn, being the moment of anagnorisis or self-recognition; and the closing exodos ties together the strands of the narrative and looks forward to the future. So, echoing Choregos, the Greek chorus leader, at the start of Punch and Judy, I entreat the reader ‘please to enjoy our littel play’ …


 


Though only one name is credited as author on the cover of this book, there has been a vast, hidden support team working away behind the scenes. I can here do little more than list these individuals’ names, but this does scant justice to the fact that, without their many and varied contributions, this book would never have been written at all. To all who helped me find materials, commented on drafts, criticized, supported, encouraged and cajoled, I owe an immense debt of gratitude: Michael Durnin and, especially, Belinda Matthews at Faber and Faber, David Allenby at Boosey & Hawkes, Miranda Jackson at Universal Edition, Craig Ayrey, Margaret and John Cross, Tim Cross, Emma Dillon, John Pickard, Jim Samson, Jane and Peter Slade, Arnold Whittall, Anna Williams and, of course, Emma, Alice and Rebecca. I am very grateful to Richard Huw Cole for his expert setting of many of the music examples. And I should also like to thank Harry himself – the alpha and omega of this project – for his immense generosity, personal and creative. His music has been an inspiration to generations; if I have only one hope for this book, then it is that it will engage further generations of the musically curious and enthuse them to discover such deep pleasure as I continue to find in the extraordinarily passionate and beautiful music of Harrison Birtwistle.


 


J.C.


BRADFORD-ON-AVON


MARCH 1999





 


The publishers are grateful to Boosey & Hawkes and Universal Edition for permission to reproduce music examples from the works listed below. All works are by Harrison Birtwistle unless otherwise stated.




1.1 Four Songs of Autumn © 1988 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


1.2 Agon by Igor Stravinsky © 1957 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd.


1.3 Punch and Judy © 1968 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


1.4 Refrains and Choruses © 1961 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


1.5 Secret Theatre © 1991 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


1.6 Melencolia I © 1977 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


1.7 Refrains and Choruses © 1961 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


2.1a/b Verses for Ensembles © 1969 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


2.2 Secret Theatre © 1991 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


3.1–3 The Second Mrs Kong © 1994 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


3.4 The Mask of Orpheus © 1986 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


3.5 Panic © 1996 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.


3.7 The Mask of Orpheus © 1986 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


4.1 Down by the Greenwood Side © 1969 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


4.2, 5.1, 5.2 Verses for Ensembles © 1969 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


5.3 Antiphonies © 1992 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


5.4 The World is Discovered © 1963 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


5.5 Pulse Shadows (Frieze 1) by Harrison Birtwistle/Paul Celan/Michael Hamburger © 1998 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. and Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


6.1 Pulse Sampler © 1981 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


6.2–3 For O, for O, the Hobby-Horse is Forgot © 1976 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


6.4–6 Silbury Air © 1979 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


6.7 9 Settings of Celan (White and Light) by Harrison Birtwistle/Paul Celan/Michael Hamburger © 1997 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. and Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.1 Melencolia I © 1977 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.2 The Cry of Anubis © 1996 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd.


7.3 Endless Parade © 1987 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.4 The Triumph of Time © 1974 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.5a/b Gawain © 1990 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.6 Duets for Storab © 1983 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


7.7 Symphonies of Wind Instruments (1947 version) by Igor Stravinsky © 1926 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. Revised version © 1948, 1952 by Hawkes & Son (London) Ltd. U.S. copyright renewed


7.8a/b Monody for Corpus Christi © 1961 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd.


8.1 Three Niedecker Verses, Number II by Harrison Birtwistle/Lorine Niedecker © 1999 by Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. ‘Mr Friend Tree’ by Lorine Niedecker used by permission of the literary executor, Mr Cid Corman









Notes


1 Birtwistle in conversation with Paul Griffiths, New Sounds, New Personalities: British Composers of the 1980s (London: Faber Music/Faber and Faber, 1985), p. 188


2 ‘Harrison Birtwistle’, in Lewis Foreman, ed., British Music Now (London: Elik, 1975), p. 60


3 See Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (1872)
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1 Parados – Origins, Contexts, Models






Northern Light



Birtwistle was born in the north of England, in the industrial Lancashire town of Accrington. This may seem a relatively insignificant fact of biography, but it throws interesting light on much of his later work. Anyone who hears Birtwistle talk even today will recognize immediately that he has lost little of his soft but gruff Lancastrian accent. Despite his many international successes, despite his prolonged periods of residence in the south of England, the United States, Scotland and France, despite even his espousal of a certain cosmopolitanism (he owns a modishly furnished flat in London’s Docklands with commanding views of the River Thames), he seems to retain some of the manners and attitude of a working-class northerner. It is as if his roots are still firmly planted in his native region’s soil, from which he continues to draw nourishment.


This manifests itself in part in the genres and subject matter Birtwistle has chosen to work with throughout his creative life. It is perhaps most obvious in the 1984 opera Yan Tan Tethera, which draws on a folk tale concerned with the rivalry between a northern and a southern shepherd, Alan and Caleb Raven. The libretto was provided by the Yorkshire-born poet Tony Harrison, with whom Birtwistle had collaborated on an earlier project at the National Theatre, Bow Down (based on versions of the northern/Scandinavian ballad of ‘The Two Sisters’), as well as on the much-acclaimed Oresteia project in Harrison’s dialect translation. Yan Tan Tethera employs an ancient northern dialect for its obsessive rituals of sheep-counting: yan, tan, tethera, methera, pimp … (1, 2, 3, 4, 5 …). Alan is reminded of his geographical and spiritual alienation (a northern shepherd in the south) each time he hears a mysterious piper playing a ‘Northern air’. He sings:








I know there’s a piper but don’t know where


the tune always comes from behind me.


When I hear that piper play


I think of the north, and I don’t want to stay,


Though my flock’s growing bigger each day.











In order to resist the lure of the piper’s tune, Alan also sings the ‘Northern Shepherd’s charm’:








       Yan, Tan, Tethera,


       1–2–3


       Sweet Trinity


       Keep


       Us and our sheep.











From this, it begins to become apparent how important a sense of place is to Birtwistle. Specific locations form the starting-points for a number of his works, such as the story of his witnessing a carnival in the medieval Italian walled town of Lucca which generated his trumpet concerto, Endless Parade, or the mysterious prehistoric Silbury Hill in Wiltshire which inspired Silbury Air. In Yan Tan Tethera, another Wiltshire hill even has its own music, while the Knight’s Green Chapel in Gawain is resonant with mystical significance (‘a place more like a hill than a house, more like a cave than a hill, more like a tomb than a cave’). But perhaps more important for him is a general notion of landscape, and in particular the English landscape. Landscapes, real or imaginary, are ubiquitous in Birtwistle’s work. They are to be encountered in the Klee-like imaginary landscapes of Silbury Air and An Imaginary Landscape, in the geological strata of Earth Dances, in the reinterpretation of Arcadian landscapes in Nenia: the Death of Orpheus, The Fields of Sorrow and The Mask of Orpheus. Elsewhere, landscape acts as a background context defined in terms of omnipresent seasonal cycles, such as in Down by the Green-wood Side, The Triumph of Time and Gawain. Niklaus Pevsner has argued that such concerns are in general characteristic of English art and architecture: ‘always line, not body’.1 Hence the preference in England for the landscape garden. On William Blake, for example, Pevsner comments that ‘… his figures are not primarily representations of bodies, but part of an overall calligraphy … In other cases, where energy rather than abandon is intended, he forces figures into an imposed abstract geometry.’ The English, concludes Pevsner, ‘are not a sculptural nation’ (he quotes Alexander Pope: ‘A tree is a nobler object than a prince in his coronation robes’).2 These descriptions would also seem to apply to Birtwistle, a composer usually more concerned – even in his operas – with landscape/context than with figures/characters, more concerned with line and geometry than with representation. Whether or not his music is identifiably ‘English’ (and whether or not this is even a valid issue), there is no denying that his preference for British folk subject matter, his predilection for the pastoral, his exploration of the linear and the lyrical, locate him clearly within an English tradition. Despite his modernism and his full absorption of twentieth-century avant-garde ideas and techniques, it is still possible to see Birtwistle as having emerged from that English musical tradition of the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries represented by Elgar, Holst, Vaughan Williams, and even Britten and Tippett.


Birtwistle’s (mostly no longer extant) pre-college pieces he has himself described as ‘sub Vaughan Williams’.3 A sense of landscape, a sense of place, is undeniable in the music of Vaughan Williams’s Hugh the Drover, the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony and Sinfonia Antartica, and in Holst’s Egdon Heath. And it could be argued that Birtwistle also shares with these English predecessors the expression of some sort of collective ‘folk’ (via an essentially lyrical modality), rather than identifying with any particular individual. This also implies a certain distance from the ideas and materials being represented, something which Pevsner explained in relation to English Gothicism as ‘an expression of the narrative as against the purely aesthetic interest … [I]t can also be seen as a sign of detachment, as against passionate single-mindedness.’4 The narrative line is key to Birtwistle, though rarely is it expressed simply, singly or unequivocally.


The ‘detachment’ of which Pevsner wrote manifests itself in Birtwistle’s music in various ways. It is, in large part, an obvious consequence of Birtwistle’s deep debt to Stravinsky, whose music’s objectivity – its playfulness, its sense of irony and critical distance from the musical materials, its positive celebration of collective ritual – has proved provocative and creatively fruitful for so many composers in the twentieth century. Stravinsky’s balancing of the ‘natural’ and the ‘artificial’ – if you like, the tempering of the passionate with the objective, the complement of the Dionysian and the Apollonian – is, as Daniel Albright has argued, at the heart of Stravinsky’s aesthetic, and is most clearly symbolized by the opposition between the live (chromatic) and mechanical (diatonic) birds in The Nightingale:




This, I think, is what Stravinsky’s music is ‘about’: the deep equivalence of the natural and the artificial. At the center of his dramatic imagination is the desire to juxtapose in a single work two competing systems – one which seems natural, tasteful, approved alike by man and God, the other of which seems artificial, abhorrent, devilish – and to subvert these distinctions as best he can.5





The incorporation of the natural and the mechanical in the work of Stravinsky’s major successors, such as Messiaen’s use of ‘natural’ bird-song within the context of highly repetitive, artificial block structures (Chronochromie, Couleurs de la cité céleste, etc.), manifests itself in Birtwistle’s notion of the ‘mechanical pastoral’ – the subtitle of Yan Tan Tethera. Carmen Arcadiae Mechanicae Perpetuum, which preceded the opera by six years, is based on the imaginary song of a mechanical bird (the subject of Klee’s 1922 painting The Twittering Machine) and is a perfect example of mechanical pastoral as well as a clear indicator of the importance of both Stravinsky and Messiaen as models for Birtwistle.


Unlike Holst and Vaughan Williams, examples of pure or simple pastoral are infrequent in Birtwistle. The idea of a mechanical pastoral suggests that the ‘rural’ (‘natural’) is somehow tempered by the ‘urban’ (‘manufactured’) and vice versa. This usefully takes us back to Birtwistle’s Lancashire upbringing. His father was a farmer and his childhood home was a smallholding on the edge of Accrington, at the point where the black industrial town met the moorland. Looking back, Birtwistle describes it as ‘paradise’, a kind of Arcadia; it still lives with him. D. H. Lawrence’s descriptions of the coal towns of Nottinghamshire are perhaps not so dissimilar from Birtwistle’s early experiences of industrial landscapes: ‘… all over the countryside were these same pits … the few colliers and the donkeys burrowing down like ants into the earth, making queer mounds and little black places among the corn-fields and the meadows’.6 Accrington was not a coal- but a mill-town; nonetheless, the young Harry grew up with the co-existence of industry and countryside, of factory chimneys and sheep, of workers’ terraces and farmhouses. And a concern for rus in urbe is, according to Pevsner, ‘eminently English’,7 and is entirely characteristic of Birtwistle. Panic, for instance, is a Dionysian celebration of the nature god Pan for the decidedly urban soloists of saxophone and drum kit plus orchestra of wind and percussion (no strings). His two works for brass band, Grimethorpe Aria and Salford Toccata, demonstrate a sympathy for and affinity with the sounds of industrial northern working-class music-making, though again this musical world is tempered by its opposite. In the case of Grimethorpe Aria (commissioned by his fellow Manchester student, Elgar Howarth, for the Grimethorpe Colliery Band), an elegiac, endless melody – the eponymous aria – sings its way through the piece, while the rest of the band punctuates, supports, interrupts and occasionally overwhelms it. The relative (quasi-modal) simplicity of the song has an almost folk-like freedom which contrasts with the ensemble’s ‘hard-edged’ sounds and stronger rhythmic organization: as clear a musical representation as one could wish of rus in urbe.


Birtwistle began principally as a clarinettist, not a composer. At the age of seven, with the local bandmaster as teacher, he took clarinet lessons, soon joining the Accrington military band, and later playing for local drama society and pantomime performances. So it was that his formative musical experiences were more of (amateur) working-class music-making than, necessarily, of (professional) middle-class concert halls. These industrial sounds – of wind, brass and percussion (he has a self-confessed discomfort with writing for strings) – have dominated his sonic imagination ever since. The majority of his works feature solo or prominent woodwind or brass instruments – from Nomos (for orchestra with amplified solo flute, clarinet, horn and bassoon) to The Cry of Anubis (tuba concerto), from Verses (clarinet and piano) to the Clarinet Quintet – while the sounds of the wind band are evident in the scoring of such works as Verses for Ensembles and Panic. The vast orchestra for The Mask of Orpheus contains no strings and the sound of a pair of tubas dominates Gawain. It would, of course, be all too easy to make some direct causal connection between Birtwistle’s scorings and his early musical experiences; it is more likely that this upbringing fostered a certain predilection for these sounds which then led him in the direction of those modernist composers who shared his sonic preferences: Stravinsky, Varèse, Messiaen. Wind writing in extremis is clearly characteristic of some of the most striking works of Stravinsky and Varèse (from the famous high bassoon opening of The Rite of Spring to the squealing E♭ clarinet of Octandre), while those works which have made the deepest impression on Birtwistle are scored for ‘wind band’: Stravinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instruments and Symphony of Psalms, Messiaen’s Couleurs de la cité céleste and Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum.


As a child, Birtwistle would have had little experience of musical modernism. He claims to have had a recording of one immensely influential work, The Rite of Spring,8 but otherwise performances of contemporary music outside London were few and far between. Access to published scores was equally difficult. Another key work for Birtwistle was Messiaen’s Turangalîla-Symphonie (itself modelled in part on The Rite of Spring)9 which he discovered in 1954 while still a student at Manchester:




I went to London with Sandy [Alexander] Goehr to hear his father do Turangalîla Symphony … As we got there [to stage level] they were doing the movement that begins with pure percussion. That was an absolute magical moment for me. At that point, there was a one-to-one relationship with what I had imagined, and saw it was possible.10





The movement he is referring to is the ‘Développement de l’amour’. What is fascinating here is his creative mis-hearing of Messiaen: the movement does not begin with pure percussion, but only the percussion has remained imprinted on Birtwistle’s memory. He is a blinkered, single-minded composer; he only hears what he wants to hear, in the way he wants to hear it. And, in many senses, such ‘mishearing’ is indicative in general of his approach to composition. As with Stravinsky, repetition is at the heart of Birtwistle’s music, and yet things rarely repeat exactly: ‘There are things that keep repeating, but if you listen to them or look at them closely, they’re not repeating.’11 Birtwistle relies creatively on his ‘flawed’ memory when reworking already given musical situations: ‘I decide what the order is, through my ears, through my intuition …’12




If I arrive at a context where a procedure is required, I will always invent or re-invent a procedure. I will never look back to see how I did it before. That would be too academic. I think that’s what’s wrong with some of Messiaen’s music. He finds a way of doing something and repeats it verbatim. So, apart from very rare exceptions, I either create something new or call on memory in order to make every situation unique.13






The Manchester Generation



It was as a clarinettist that Birtwistle won a scholarship to the Royal Manchester College of Music (now the Royal Northern College of Music) in 1952, studying with Frederick Thurston (clarinet) and Richard Hall (composition). Although he has stated that ‘I think what I’d always wanted to do, right from the beginning, was write music’,14 nonetheless he was known primarily as a clarinettist throughout his time at Manchester. Goehr confirms the fact that Birtwistle was hardly composing, though (forty years on) he claims even then to have recognized Birtwistle’s potential and originality.15 Hardly any music survives before his first acknowledged work, Refrains and Choruses (1957): we often hear the (apocryphal) story of the symbolic selling of his clarinets the moment he heard this work had been selected by the Society for Promotion of New Music for performance at the 1959 Cheltenham Festival.


One short piece which does survive, and which recently came to public light in a recording by Stephen Pruslin,16 dates from c.1950. The Oockooing Bird for piano, a copy of which – in the composer’s hand – is now in Pruslin’s possession, is a fascinating gem of juvenilia because so many of the composer’s later preoccupations already seem to be present here in embryonic form. Its title refers to an imaginary bird of the composer’s invention and whose presence foreshadows those many mythical people and creatures who populate the later works, from Father Christmas to King Kong, from the twittering birds of Carmen Arcadiae Mechanicae Perpetuum to the singing sheep of Yan Tan Tethera. Here, the bird’s song is expressed by the falling fourths and thirds of the piano melody, and is placed in the simplest ritualized context of a kind of verse structure built from a varied ostinato pattern. Its essentially mixolydian modality (though chromaticisms do intrude in the later stages of the piece) and insistent parallel thirds invoke, among others, Debussy, while its closing choralelike texture strangely parallels the endings of so many of Stravinsky’s works (without sounding at all like Stravinsky). The piece’s extraordinary poise, its confident control of very limited musical materials and its sense of dramatic pacing suggest a compositional imagination rare in one so young and reveal those features which have made Birtwistle’s later music so distinctive. And it is interesting that the composer is still quite proud of this piece, of its symmetries, of (prophetically) the way it views the same limited material from changing perspectives. One other striking feature of this music is its neo-medievalism, again a prominent feature of much of the later music, and an interest that was also to be shared at Manchester by Peter Maxwell Davies and Alexander Goehr. While the young Birtwistle was not consciously invoking medieval precedents, its modality and its essential structural simplicity have remained features of even Birtwistle’s most complex orchestral works; the fascination with medieval music later manifested itself in, for example, arrangements of Machaut (Hoquetus David, Machaut à ma manière), the use of hoquet technique (most explicitly in Hoquetus Petrus), the exploration of a renewed kind of ‘cantus firmus’ technique (he literally employs the term ‘cantus’ for the omnipresent line of Secret Theatre) and even, as Michael Hall has extensively demonstrated,17 another ars nova technique of isorhythm (also found in, for example, Maxwell Davies and Messiaen). Furthermore, central to Birtwistle’s modernist aesthetic are such features as anti-narrative, ritual and ceremony, ostinato, drone, the processional, new kinds of (timeless or non-directed) time, even a certain naïve boldness or simplicity, all of which echo the medieval. This medieval fascination is not, among modernists, uniquely Birtwistle’s,18 but what is of particular interest here is how early this manifested itself in Birtwistle’s music and how persistent a feature it has remained (however heavily disguised).


The Royal Manchester College has come to be identified with the renewal of British music in the 1950s and beyond, and in particular with its harbouring of a generation of composers and performers who excitedly embraced modernism and the avant-garde – the so-called ‘Manchester School’. They were groundbreakers in many ways. For a start, as state-funded grammar-school boys their backgrounds were very different from the privileged upbringings of previous generations of London-based composers. They breathed a different air; they were less constrained by convention. It was almost by chance that Birtwistle, Maxwell Davies and Goehr, the pianist John Ogdon (in 1962 the first British winner of the Tchaikovsky Prize) and the trumpeter and conductor Elgar Howarth were studying in the same place at the same time. As northerners by birth, Manchester was perhaps the obvious point of gravitation for four of these. For Goehr, son of the émigré German conductor and Schoenberg pupil, Walter Goehr, it was a definite choice to study at this provincial college, principally because of its professor of composition, Richard Hall. According to Goehr, Hall ‘wasn’t a firebrand … He was of a speculative turn of mind, very different from the kind of people who normally taught music in colleges or universities. The alternative would have been Lennox Berkeley (at the Royal Academy in London). Hall was a different kind of man.’19 Berkeley had studied in Paris with Nadia Boulanger and his many distinguished pupils included David Bedford, Richard Rodney Bennett, Brian Ferneyhough, Nicholas Maw and John Tavener. Nonetheless, his Roussel-like neoclassicism stood in stark contrast to what Goehr dubs ‘a certain Central European feeling’ about Manchester. There was a ‘Busoni tradition’ there, Hall’s classes being ‘anti-Stravinskian, anti-Nadia Boulanger’;20 this was clearly far more in tune with Goehr’s own Teutonic background.


But what of Birtwistle, who had never left Lancashire? What did he learn from his years in Manchester? Thirty years later, he claimed he did not know what his lessons with Richard Hall had meant: ‘I didn’t know how to identify the music I wrote with what I was being taught.’21 What he was being taught by Hall was a kind of serial technique – Goehr claims they were being prepared to understand principles such as hexachordal twelve-tone systems. But it was principally through Goehr, the group’s intellectual leader, that together these musicians ‘discovered’, among other things, the music of the Second Viennese School and the latest continental developments. ‘I think I moved the dominant influence in the Hall class away from Busoni and towards Schoenberg’, writes Goehr.22 It was, for example, at a Manchester performance of Berg’s Four Pieces for Clarinet and Piano, Op.5 given by Birtwistle and Goehr that they first met Maxwell Davies. Until this time, many key works of early musical modernism were simply inaccessible to British music students, and in any case a deeply rooted attitude prevailed that such music was either unimportant or corruptive. The story is often told of the refusal of the Royal College of Music to buy a score of Pierrot lunaire for Benjamin Britten and of the refusal of Sir Hugh Allen (the college’s principal) to allow him to study in Vienna with Berg. Britten later recalled: ‘There was at that time [the 1930s] an almost moral prejudice against serial music – which makes one laugh today! [1963]’23


In order more fully to explore the works of the continental avant-garde as well as to play their own compositions, in 1953 these young musicians formed the New Music Manchester group. Their one-and-only London concert was organized in 1955 by William Glock, music critic, founder of the Bryanston (later the Dartington International) Summer School and, from 1959, influential trailblazer of modernism as Controller of Music at the BBC. The programme included Goehr’s Songs of Babel, Piano Sonata and Fantasias for Clarinet and Piano, Maxwell Davies’s Sonata for Trumpet and Piano, plus works by Elizabeth Lutyens and Hall. Birtwistle played, but none of his music was performed. After this, the composers intermittently cooperated on other projects as outlets for their own music – for example, all three helped establish the short-lived Wardour Castle Summer Schools in 1964, and Birtwistle and Maxwell Davies set up the Pierrot Players in 1967. But since the reconstitution of the Pierrot Players as The Fires of London in 1970, the three have worked independently and have moved in very different musical directions. What they shared in the 1950s was a virtually unique curiosity and enthusiasm for the brave new world of the post-World War II continental avant-garde. It is an interesting fact that this was the first generation of composers who chose to proceed to institutions beyond Britain to further their studies (Goehr to Paris, Maxwell Davies to Rome and then Princeton, Birtwistle to Princeton and Colorado). And while the music of Stravinsky and the Second Viennese School was certainly known in London (Schoenberg, Webern and Stravinsky, as well as Strauss, had all conducted their own works with the BBC Symphony Orchestra in its early days), very few British composers had taken it seriously. Those who did, such as Frank Bridge and Elizabeth Lutyens, were shamefully marginalized. The shared engagement by the ‘Manchester School’ with both pre- and post-war modernism was unprecedented. It changed the face of British music for good.



Birtwistle’s Modernism



From the (unconscious) Debussy-like concerns of his early piano pieces and his knowledge of The Rite of Spring, from his discoveries in Manchester of Viennese modernism and the contemporary avant-garde, from his self-acknowledged debt to, among others, Webern, Varèse and Stravinsky, Picasso and Klee, it should by now be clear that Birtwistle’s art is firmly rooted in early European modernism. The primitivism of his music, its formality, its concern with ritualized, anti-narrative structures and with myth, its interest in rhythm and in constructing new kinds of temporality are all clear indicators of his engagement with that modernist tradition. He is still single-mindedly ploughing his own modernist furrow, re-evaluating, reinterpreting and renewing that legacy for the postmodern age. How he has worked both with and against the work of his modernist forebears is the principal subject of the remainder of this chapter.



Three Portraits



FORMAL LANDSCAPES: CÉZANNE


Presented recently by his interlocutor with a list of his ‘favourite’ painters – Piero della Francesca, Bruegel, Vermeer, Cézanne, Picasso, Bacon, Klee, Rothko – Birtwistle commented that he responded to these artists in particular because




… I think that there’s a formality; also, they all use the subject matter to express paint and painting, rather than the other way round. It’s something you wouldn’t get in Rembrandt for instance. I’ve never consciously formulated it, but I’m absolutely fascinated by it, and I’m much more interested in it than a lot of things in music.24





This analysis of the spirit of these painters – and which applies particularly to the modernists among them – could also stand for Birtwistle’s own music and aligns him once again with that modernist thread associated with Stravinsky. It brings to mind, for example, Stravinsky’s famous comment about Oedipus Rex: ‘My audience is not indifferent to the fate of the person, but I think it far more concerned with the person of the fate, and the delineation of it which can be achieved uniquely in music.’25 Birtwistle feels that, in Cézanne, the actual subject matter is almost an irrelevance;26 it is the formal manner in which it is delineated that is of importance. And such formality manifests itself at every turn in his own work. This is not to say that his music is without passion or expression. Far from it: there are many highly expressive moments in his operas, from Judy’s beautiful Passion Aria in Punch and Judy to the poignant final scene with Kong and Pearl in The Second Mrs Kong. But these moments are contained, framed, formalized, in a manner more akin to Baroque opera than to naturalistic nineteenth-century drama. Birtwistle has been drawn time and again to opera primarily because of the stylized formality of the genre: ‘There are certain things you don’t have to justify in an opera, and one of these is its formality … I am interested in exploring a different order of formality, a different ritual situation – possibly something to do with oriental theatre.’27 This is as true of Punch and Judy as it is of The Mask of Orpheus. Hence Birtwistle’s lifelong preoccupation with the function, significance and power of myth. It is the universal qualities of myths that appeal to him, their concern primarily with collective rather than individual experiences, even though those experiences may be focused on one individual such as Mr Punch or Orpheus. Rarely does Birtwistle concern himself with conventional kinds of operatic characterization and it is certainly difficult to identify directly with the characters one sees and hears on the stage. When Orpheus (represented in triplicate) dies many times and in different ways in The Mask of Orpheus, we do not weep because we are not looking at one man in a particular time and place, but at Everyman. Peter Zinovieff, the work’s librettist, argues that Orpheus did not exist as an individual but is a collective inheritance. Thus, we are presented with multiple versions of the Orpheus legend in the one work. As with his favourite painters, so Birtwistle’s favoured dramatic models are those which give a primacy to formality, to stylization, to ritual presentation: ancient Greek tragedy, Baroque opera, mystery plays, puppet theatre, Noh drama … and, more recently and perhaps surprisingly, film.


The importance of Cézanne as a leading figure in early modernism lies in part in his movement away from naturalism. Cézanne himself often commented on the autonomy of art – ‘L’art est une harmonie parallèle à la nature’28 a remark which obviously anticipates Stravinsky’s famous (and misunderstood) comments on ‘music about music’:




… music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all … (1935/1936)29


 


Pourquoi ne pasl’aimer [la musique] pour elle-même? Pourquoi ne pasl’aimer comme on aime un tableau, pour la belle peinture, le beau dessin, la belle composition? … Elle se suffit à elle-même (1935)30


 


… music is supra-personal and super-real and as such beyond verbal meanings and verbal descriptions … music expresses itself (1962)31





Cézanne’s late paintings of Mont Sainte-Victoire in Provence, for example, illustrate this clearly. The traditional landscape subject matter with the ominous, mythical mountain in the background is transformed into something new in which form, shape, colour – the very formality of the painting – become its subject matter. It parallels the natural phenomena; it does not represent them directly. The abstract surfaces of these paintings make play of lines and colours, while also drawing attention to the balance between surface and depth. In Cézanne’s words, ‘Nature is not on the surface; it is in the depths. Colours are the surface expression of this depth.’32 This also leads to a sense of timelessness to these paintings, both in the mythical permanence of the subject matter, and in the formalized, almost ritualized rhythmic way in which it is interpreted: ‘His pictures aim … at creating a permanence in the sense of timelessness, but a timelessness that also embraces solidity and flux, order and flexibility.’33


Another notable feature of Cézanne’s work is that he produced paintings in series. The same objects – fruit, pitchers, plates – frequently recur in his still lifes, while even within an individual picture the objects are seen from multiple viewpoints. In the Mont Sainte-Victoire paintings, he keeps returning to the same subject matter, to the same object, and viewing it in different ways, from different perspectives. In a sense, the artist’s understanding of the whole can only be fully appreciated in the context of all the versions. Moreover, no one version has a greater authority or authenticity than any other, such relativism being another aspect of his modernity. There is not necessarily a direction or development through these different versions, reinforcing the modern sense of timelessness in his work. And this is a familiar motif in Birtwistle too: he often talks of his musical materials as ‘objects’, and the listener ‘views’ them from different angles. Speaking of the central brass ritornellos in Verses for Ensembles, he commented that he




was interested in the notion that you could have a piece of music which only existed in the abstract. It’s like looking at an object: every view is unique, but the object exists irrespective of the way it’s viewed. So it’s the notion that this piece of music exists, just like an object, and what you can do is perform certain facets of it, examine it in different ways.34





While obsessed with time, much of Birtwistle’s music has a paradoxical timeless quality. Many of his works seem to have no real beginning or ending – it is as if only a portion of the whole work is witnessed – or else they are concerned with circular processes which are eternally present, such as the turning seasons or the movement of the tides. This is exceptionally clear in many of the ‘processional’ works of the 1970s such as An Imaginary Landscape, The Triumph of Time and Melencolia I. In The Triumph of Time, two particular musical objects are seen in new contexts or viewed from new perspectives as the piece unfolds (or, if you will, as the procession proceeds across the landscape): a three-note fragment (E♭–G–D) repeated seven times on amplified soprano saxophone, and a haunting cor anglais melody which occurs three times.


While in his own note on Silbury Air Birtwistle alludes to Paul Klee, the work also invites fascinating parallels with Cézanne. The ancient man-made Silbury Hill, while in no way as imposing as Mont Sainte-Victoire, intrudes on its surrounding landscape in not dissimilar ways and its brooding physical presence has a strange effect on anyone who stands near it. The site has a mythical intensity, resonating as it does with forgotten prehistoric burial rituals. As the clouds move over the Wiltshire plains, the light on the hill is always changing; one sees it from ever new perspectives. Yet the mysterious power of the mound also comes from a sense of a timelessness – it is a feature that seems to have been there for ever, and will for ever remain there. The hill itself is, of course, not literally represented in Birtwistle’s piece. But just as the surfaces of Cézanne’s paintings concern themselves with line, form and colour, the changing (spatial) relationships between static elements, so Birtwistle’s work is constructed from fixed musical ideas whose (temporal) relationships are constantly being re-evaluated. In terms which could almost as easily be applied to Cézanne, the composer has commented that ‘I have often alluded to my music of landscape presenting musical ideas through the juxtaposition and repetition of “static blocks” or, preferable in my terminology, objects. These objects themselves being subjected to a vigorous invented logic via modes of juxtaposition, modes of repetition, modes of change.’35 One aspect of the ‘vigorous invented logic’ by which Cézanne orders his surface is what has been described as ‘colour modulation’. The following account of his Still Life with Compotier (1882) is revealing:




While the color formulas in the painting are derived from careful and logical plotting by locality and spatial symmetry, the over-arching compositional plan is just as apparent. The limited repertory of colored patterns … results in the creation of a subtle rhythm of chromatic repetitions and counterrepetitions throughout the painting.36





And the same could be written of Silbury Air. The ‘invented logic’ here is the ‘pulse labyrinth’ which prefaces the score and ensures – to a degree – the smooth transition from one tempo to another, or the coherent superimposition of different tempi in the piece (‘metric modulation’, to appropriate Elliott Carter’s term). The result is highly ritualized music where the same actions (objects) are constantly being repeated yet are never quite the same. Something which is highly organized temporally gives the impression of being timeless, unending, eternal. The final four harp chords, like those which also punctuate the endings of Tragoedia and Melencolia I, call an artificial halt to a ceremony which could otherwise continue ad infinitum. The formality that Birtwistle admires in Cézanne – and, no doubt, in Dürer too, from whose 1514 engraving Melencolia I takes its name – is here in this music; the resulting musical ritual invites parallels with the object in nature (Silbury Hill) without ever attempting to represent it directly.


TAKING A LINE FOR A WALK: KLEE


Paul Klee, like Birtwistle, was something of an individualist, and he never formally aligned himself with any particular group or style: ‘Klee, more than any other artist of our century, was consciously detached from the mainstream of modern art and its theoretical assumptions’.37 From his published notes and writings, it is clear that Klee was essentially concerned with the two poles of his art: expression and structure – that is, with a ‘spiritual reality’ beyond the canvas achieved through a clear and exact understanding of line, tone and colour, of ‘points, and linear, plane and spatial energies’.38 Furthermore, Klee – himself an accomplished musician and sometime professional violinist – thought of his art in musical terms. In his theoretical writings he reveals a constant concern for movement in his work, for a sense of a picture’s ‘dynamic’. The very first illustration in the Pedagogical Sketchbook, for instance, shows a line as something active, ‘moving freely … the mobility agent is a point, shifting its position forward.’39 Evidence that he considered painting a temporal art can be found throughout his writings: ‘space is also a temporal concept’; and an understanding of movement and rhythm is thus central to Klee.


This fascinating fusion of musical and visual ideas is, no doubt, one reason why Birtwistle is attracted to the work of Klee. Hall goes so far as to describe the Pedagogical Sketchbook as Birtwistle’s ‘musical bible’.40 The correspondences between composer and artist are striking; to highlight these parallels is to make clear not only the sources of much of the composer’s thinking (as well as offering a context for the interpretation of the music) but also serves further to identify the nature of Birtwistle’s modernism. These parallels also draw attention to Birtwistle’s similarities with other modernist composers. Varèse, for example, was similarly interested in the visual arts (as has been documented by Jonathan Bernard)41 and given his avowed propensity for geometrical structures, particularly influenced by the thinking of the Cubists, it is also very likely that he would have come into Klee’s sphere of influence (they were virtual contemporaries and moved in the same artistic circles). Varèse’s rhetoric of sound masses, spatial planes, moving figures, colour zones and a primary concern for rhythm is close to the language of Klee, and clearly resonates very powerfully in Birtwistle’s creative imagination.


The central concern of Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook, first published in 1925, is form and the way in which form is derived from nature. From this statement alone it can be seen why Birtwistle is drawn to Klee. Klee’s art, like Cézanne’s, is not abstract in that it parallels nature, but it is not representational (in a naturalistic sense) either. It is the formality of Klee’s surfaces that fascinate Birtwistle, a formality which points to a deeper expressivity. The first part of the Sketchbook deals initially with the ways in which a static dot or point can be transformed into something dynamic, something linear. A line can simply be a line, it needs no necessary direction or intention, but it is always in motion, always dynamic: ‘A walk for a walk’s sake.’ This line can be accompanied by various forms which reflect its essential motion, which are given meaning or motivation by it, and yet which remain relatively independent. These can take the shape of complementary ideas, secondary lines or even by the line circumscribing itself.


Following Klee’s lead, it is possible to argue that the motivated, non-directional line lies at the centre of Birtwistle’s structural thinking. His lines often begin with a ‘point’ and extend in time to provide a formal context for other complementary kinds of musical activity. Take, for example, the frequent starting-point of much of his music: the note E. This initial idea is ‘taken on a walk … shifting its position forward’ and becomes a musical line. The Four Songs of Autumn offer a particularly pertinent example. Aside from the two notes at the beginning and the three at the end (a cadential frame), E is a constant presence. The initial point is introduced in the cello and extended in time to become a line, shifting its plane for each of the four songs (it moves up, an octave at a time, through the instruments of the quartet); there is also a sense of progression in that the higher the E moves, the more regular its rhythmic organization becomes, from no rhythm at all (a sustained pitch in song 1) to highly regular repetitions in song 4. Yet, despite this progress (a ‘motivated’ line), the line is nonetheless ‘non-directional’ in that its duration is potentially infinite; its actual ‘length’ is determined not by itself but by other factors, i.e. the structure of the vocal line. This offers – in Klee’s terms – ‘complementary forms’. In song 3, for example, it can be seen (Ex. 1.1) that the soprano’s line is organized symmetrically around E (though an E an octave higher than that sounding in violin 2): thus, there are two complementary lines, organized according to similar principles but operating in different ways.42


It is also appropriate to consider Birtwistle’s ‘processionals’ of the 1970s in terms of ‘taking a line for a walk’. The composer’s account of The Triumph of Time confirms this, and parallels Klee: ‘… parts of a procession must already have gone by, others are surely to come: a procession made up of a (necessarily) linked chain of material objects which have no necessary connection with each other …’43 The line here is motivated yet non-goal-oriented; as the audience, we glimpse only part of a potentially endless line. The emergence of the explicit ‘cantus’ in the 1980s, the ‘endless melody’ of Secret Theatre, only serves to confirm the centrality of such linear thinking, reinforced by Birtwistle’s comments on the fundamental melodic line at the heart of Gawain.
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Ex. 1.1. Four Songs of Autumn, song 3 (opening).








Next in the Pedagogical Sketchbook Klee discusses what he calls two-dimensional planes which are brought into being by the simultaneous movement of lines. Equivalents are to be found in Birtwistle. The kind of musical layer found in The Fields of Sorrow, for example, is made initially not of one strand centred on E, but of a block of sound starting simultaneously with four different Es – firstly on the pianos, later taken up by the choir, soprano soloists and vibraphone. The ‘field’ or ‘plane’ thus defined is further articulated by linear movements within it, often symmetrical motion either side of the pivotal Es. The same idea is to be found at the end of the work, now centred on D. The use of ‘pitch wedges’ is another instance of this kind of ‘activation of planes’. Beginning from a single point, a wedge shape gradually emerges, filling out its musical space symmetrically to provide a musical layer around which other musical ideas can operate. The earliest example is to be found in his first published work, Refrains and Choruses. In the fourth section of this work (beginning at bar 89) the process begins to unfold from (again) the note E, proceeding symmetrically, and coming to end at the section’s climax at bar 122, as follows:
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The E remains an ever-present line while the wedge opens out from it, occasionally being interrupted by a vertical sonority in all five voices. But this apparently straightforward symmetry is only one aspect of the music in these bars; other ideas seem to proliferate outwards from it (the ‘line accompanied by complementary forms’) and become more elaborate, eventually obscuring the original line almost completely in a welter of free counterpoint. The general course of this section thus mirrors the wedge’s opening out from its centre, in that it proceeds from a simple, quiet beginning on a single note, building in complexity and dynamic to a climax when the music is most active and registrally at its widest. The line has been taken for a walk. The result is decidedly modern and typical of Birtwistle in that the context (process) is fixed and coherent even if its realization is free; related (complementary) ideas (objects) are superimposed on and interact with, but are never subsumed into, the originary line.


Klee next proceeds in the Pedagogical Sketchbook to examine structure which he argues is articulated by means of repetition – what he terms ‘structural rhythm’. In its simplest form, such rhythmic articulation is achieved by the repetition of the same unit; on a larger scale, more complex units are built up, also of repetitions, which are themselves repeated.


It is a truism to state that Birtwistle’s music depends on repetition. Formally ordered repetition is central to his most obvious modernist models – Varèse, Stravinsky, Messiaen – as well as to the work of Cézanne and Picasso. Birtwistle’s procedures clearly owe far more to a Stravinskian model of repetition/variation and associated forms (especially verse-refrain structures) than they do to a progressive Schoenbergian model of developing variation. The intricate, rhythmically varied repetitions of Stravinsky’s melodies, such as at the opening of the ‘Introduction’ to The Rite of Spring or in the ‘Danse sacrale’, or elsewhere its obsessive repetition of fragments, pre-eminently in the ‘Cortège du sage’, are models for what one finds in Birtwistle. The result is a non-developmental, non-directed music in which notions of ritual are central. Hence Birtwistle’s sympathies with Varèse and Messiaen. In Birtwistle as in Klee, repetition is employed at all levels of structure, from the repetition of the smallest units to form a regular pulse, through repeating devices or ‘mechanisms’, to the large-scale repetition of whole passages. Overt regular pulsation is to be found in many works of the later 1970s and 1980s, as evidenced by their very titles: Chronometer, Pulse Field (Frames, Pulses and Interruptions) and Pulse Sampler. The fascinating aspect of Chronometer, his only exclusively electronic piece (created in collaboration with his Orpheus librettist, Peter Zinovieff), is how the regular pulsation of the sounds of different clocks – juxtaposed, superimposed, transformed in various ways – produces something which is far from regular and predictable. And this preoccupation continues: in 1997 he stated: ‘I’m very interested in pulse – more and more. I’m thinking about it a lot at the moment.’44 One obvious result of that thinking has been another extraordinary set of ‘clock’ pieces, or musical timepieces as he calls them, Harrison’s Clocks for piano solo. The punning title refers to the five maritime chronometers built by the eighteenth-century clockmaker, John Harrison, in his quest after a solution to the so-called ‘longitude problem’.45 The ‘tick-tock’ of different clocks is heard in each of Birtwistle’s pieces and at many different levels, usually audibly represented as repeated, alternating pairs of notes or chords. No. 5 is the most obsessive, in keeping perhaps with Harrison’s last watch, ‘H-5’, ‘a thing of beauty in its simplicity’.46 It is a frantic moto perpetuo (marked ‘quaver = 288 or maybe less’) in which pulsating, oscillating semiquaver pairs are mechanically maintained throughout the movement (with just one triplet hiccup in bar 105) and only disrupted in the closing 26 bars as the clockwork mechanism audibly begins to run down. The pieces as a whole experiment with a wide range of kinds of repetition: for example, the regular recurrence of the same cadential (framing) two-bar flourish which opens each piece and punctuates the course of No. 4, or its variant which separates the ‘verses’ of No. 1; the precisely measured exact repetitions of the closing bars of No. 1; the subtly varied Rite of Spring-like gracenote groups which open and predominate in No. 3; the repeating blocks of No. 4; and the repeated notes or pairs everywhere. Each piece is remarkably consistent; furthermore, because each separate piece is concerned with similar, carefully contained processes, each sounds like a variant of the others. Thus one gets the impression not only of cogs turning within cogs inside each piece (especially in No. 3) but also of each piece operating as a cog in relation to all the others. In other words, a series of verses.


On a much larger scale, too, repetition generates entire structures. This is at its most obvious in Birtwistle’s most formalized pieces from the 1960s and 1970s, though it is perhaps less apparent in many more recent works, even those of the largest proportions (Earth Dances, Antiphonies, Exody), where through-composition would appear to be more significant. The repeating cycles of both Punch and Judy and The Mask of Orpheus are a fundamental aspect both of the works’ structures and of their ritual dimensions. Both are, in some senses, violent works, but that violence remains on a stylized level, a ritualized violence, because of the way in which it is contained by the formality of the repetitions (The Rite of Spring provides an obvious model for this). Once again, the formality Birtwistle admires in Cézanne, Picasso and Klee is evident in his own work: he uses his subject matter to express the musical structure and not the other way round. Hence, indeed, the ‘irrelevance’ of the actual subject matter (The Mask of Orpheus began life as ‘Faust’); it is arguably the way in which the narrative unfolds that is most important, not the narrative in itself. In the 1960s Birtwistle took this position to an extreme in stating, polemically, that he could rewrite many of the works of this time with entirely different notes and it would leave the substance of the music unchanged.47 Punch and Judy, to a libretto by Stephen Pruslin, is the largest-scale work of the 1960s to demonstrate structural repetition at every level. At the highest level are the ‘Melodramas’ whose substance, while never repeated exactly, nonetheless remains constant, and the pattern of their regular recurrence articulates the music’s structure (in Klee’s words, ‘divisional articulation … purely repetitive and therefore structural’). Within these ‘Melodramas’ there are repeated sequences of ‘Murder Ensembles’ and ‘Quests for Pretty Polly’, which in turn are built from smaller, separate musico-dramatic units and which are themselves repeated: ‘Proclamation’, ‘Passion Chorale’, ‘Travel Music’, ‘Weather Report’, and so on. Even within these units, repetition can play a structural role, whether the simple strophic organization of ‘Punch’s Lullaby’ or the more mechanical repetitions which form the backbone of the ‘Morals’. Punch and Judy is built from more than a hundred self-contained numbers and so invites comparison with other stylized kinds of music theatre, most obviously Baroque opera. The Mask of Orpheus is similarly divided into 126 discrete events – always grouped in threes – with such formal titles as ‘Song of Magic’, ‘Poem of Reminiscence’, ‘Orphic Hymn’ and ‘Hysterical Aria’. Furthermore, each is given a conventional operatic designation (usually recitative or aria) which defines its ‘ritual situation’, its musical and dramatic personality. As in Punch and Judy, when an event is repeated, it is usually transformed in some way, the same object being viewed from a different angle. However, Birtwistle is also quick to point out the differences between the two works: ‘I wanted to invent a formalism which does not rely on tradition in the way that Punch and Judy [did] … In The Mask of Orpheus, I didn’t want to hark back any more; I wanted to create a formal world that was utterly new.’48 In both works, formalized repetitions generate structure and articulate the subject matter, not the other way round; thus, the repetitions themselves become the principal focus of the ritual. This is most apparent in Act 3 of Orpheus where any sense of conventional narrative is lost (partly through the use of an invented ‘Orphic’ language) and the work’s identity becomes embodied in the movement of the tides, the repeated sequences of death, the constant varied return to the same musical and symbolic objects.


One further example from Orpheus is appropriate here. The central act, concerned with Orpheus’s descent into and return from the underworld, is dominated by the allegorical device of the ‘arches’: ‘an imaginary architectural fantasy’, ‘a visionary architectural structure with practical applications’.49 There are seventeen arches, each of which represents a different attribute of Orpheus’s world: countryside, crowds, evening, contrast, dying, and so on. The arches also correspond with the seventeen verses of Orpheus’s second ‘Song of Magic’, each verse of which is itself made up of a dream (aria), a fantasy (recitative), a nightmare (speech) and a sudden awakening in varying (precisely specified) proportions. Yet it is never intended that this structure is seen: it serves both to symbolize and give order to Orpheus’s dream of his descent and return. Like the allegorical title taken from Bruegel that Birtwistle gave to The Triumph of Time (completed just before he began serious work on Orpheus), the arches are an allegory of time where the river flows through the seventh arch from the past to the present, while the future is contained in the water flowing across the arches from the dead to the living. Within the context of this imaginary structure, Orpheus dreams of his journey to find Eurydice, the people he encounters on the way (re-workings of the music and characters he had met in Act 1), his turning only to lose Eurydice once again, and his death. The parallels with Klee’s notion of a structural rhythmic concept built by means of repetition should be clear. It is also perhaps worth noting that Klee himself painted a series of arches which he called the Revolution of the Viaducts.


One of the most sharply defined examples of structural repetition can be witnessed in Verses for Ensembles. While it is possible to discuss this extraordinary work from a number of different perspectives (its theatre, its formal parallels with Greek drama, its ritual character and instrumental role play, its symmetry, its block structure, etc.), in a sense all these features depend on repetition, which here operates on many levels. One kind of repetition is extremely rare in Birtwistle: exact repetition. But here, the entire passage between figs. 18 and 30 – itself built from repeated, juxtaposed blocks of music – is repeated note-for-note between figs. 58 and 70. These are the structural pillars around which the entire piece is constructed – in Klee’s terms, ‘the most primitive structural rhythm based on a repetition of the same unit from left to right.’ Between these pillars is a section of music built of varied repetitions, but now taking the form of Birtwistle’s favoured verse-refrain pattern. The horn line remains fixed (an elaborate kind of ground or chaconne) while, in turn, each of the high woodwind instruments weaves a free verse around it, related yet independent, and decorated by percussion (a ‘line on a walk … accompanied by complementary forms’). The refrain which punctuates this recurring cycle of verses is the brass ritornello discussed by Birtwistle above, a musical object which is always the same yet always different. The object on the page (the printed score – see Ex. 4.2) remains identical on every repetition; however, in performance the players are given choices as to the ‘routes’ they take, and as to whether they play loud or soft, legato or staccato, muted or unmuted. Birtwistle: ‘What I find interesting are those situations where I create the multiple object but others select what facet is to be looked at.’50 Compare this with Klee: ‘The eye must “graze” over the surface, grasping sharply portion after portion, to convey them to the brain which collects and stores the impressions.’ It is only by viewing the object from many angles that the whole can be comprehended.


For Klee, as for Cézanne, the relationship between the painted surface and nature is crucial. Klee’s credo is summed up in one short sentence: ‘Art does not reproduce the visible; it renders it visible’. He continues: ‘In this way we learn to look beyond the surface and get to the roots of things.’51 Nature is ritualized; Klee creates, one might say, a rite of spring. After the discussion of geometry, the Pedagogical Sketchbook goes on to examine the structure of natural objects. In nature as in geometry Klee makes a distinction between structural and individual units. He comes to the conclusion that there is a ‘hierarchy of function’ between units that is of primary significance; any object in itself is relatively insignificant: ‘One bone alone achieves nothing’. Klee’s studies of and writings on nature were extensive; natural objects frequently occur in his paintings and drawings (human figures, fish, birds, plants, etc.). Yet he never uses natural objects naturalistically; they exist as familiar images on the surface of the work intended to draw the viewer into the deeper spiritual reality of a picture:




His forms are derived from nature, inspired by observation of shape and cyclic change but their appearance only matters in so far as it symbolizes an inner actuality that receives meaning from its relationship to the cosmos.52





And the same could be written of Birtwistle who has incorporated ideas derived from observations of natural processes into his music without in any way attempting to represent such ideas literally. His landscapes, like Klee’s, are imaginary, his pastorals mechanical. The parallel formalism of painter and composer can easily be seen by comparing Earth Dances, where the composer’s understanding of the stratification of the elements of the earth’s crust gives the substance of the work’s structure (a fusion, in Klee’s terms, of ‘cosmic’ – earth – and ‘cultural’ – dance – rhythms), and Klee’s 1930 pastel, Individualized Measurement of the Strata. According to Norbert Lynton, what matters in Klee’s picture ‘is the subtlety and rareness of these particular colour confrontations and the effectiveness of the rhythmic grouping and different shapes and sizes of colour areas.’53 The precise distinction of twelve horizontal strata (subdivided by five verticals) is achieved through colour. In Earth Dances, there are, according to the composer, six separate strata characterized by their ‘intervallic hierarchy’, as well as their register, and distinguished by their rhythms.54 In practice, the six strata are rarely explicitly present simultaneously but periodically come to the surface – ‘layers are overlaid like geological strata which one after another erupt and push their way towards the light. It is as though an earthquake were in progress.’55 It is through these continually shifting relationships between strata that it might be said that the ‘earth dances’, just as the surface of Klee’s picture is rhythmically animated by its colour distribution.


The second principal section of the Pedagogical Sketchbook deals with dimension and perspective. Klee does not hold a unitary understanding of perspective. He is concerned with a shifting viewpoint – indeed, a distinctly modernist viewpoint. Birtwistle, like the Cubists, has an ongoing interest in viewing the same object from many angles: the viewpoint shifts. This is central to their shared modernism, as it is to the aesthetic of Stravinsky and Varèse. A related concern of Klee’s is that of balance. He introduces two kinds: first, ‘symmetrical balance as restoration’ where, for example, if a scale’s balance is disturbed, it is corrected through a counterweight, a counter-effect; second, ‘non-symmetrical balance’ where an object which is ‘too heavy’ can have its balance restored by adding more ‘light’ to compensate. What is crucial is the establishment of an equilibrium from these unequal elements – balance, proportion, equilibrium, harmony. Balance and symmetry are crucial to Birtwistle’s work. Hall has explored symmetry in his work quite extensively, though, as already seen, exact symmetries are comparatively rare and, when they occur, are fairly obvious, such as the use of ‘pitch wedges’, or the ‘pillars’ of Verses for Ensembles. Such obvious symmetries, like Birtwistle’s use of random number charts as a means of producing pitch material, lie on the surface; as Stephen Walsh has commented:




… it seems that random numbers and mechanical schemes do not have a great bearing on the essentials of Birtwistle’s music (otherwise it would hardly impress us as an integrated body of work) but they do valuably generate ‘situations’ within which he can work, and they do trivial work for him.56





The notion of a non-symmetrical balance, however, would appear to be generally more useful in understanding Birtwistle’s structures. There are many examples of works with a symmetrical ‘background’ but whose realization in the music is compromised or even contradicted as a result of the exigencies of the surface workings of material – even while being contained by the background model. He has himself given good reason why he permits such contradictions. For example, the overall structure of Tragoedia is based on the formal categories of Greek tragedy, the essence of which is ‘bilateral symmetry in which concentric layers are grouped outward from a central static pillar’.57 Yet in practice the structure is not exactly symmetrical: that would be too predictable. What matters to Birtwistle is the way a work evolves against the expectations set up by the use of a symmetrical model. Changes have to be made. ‘The non-literal symmetry that results from all these changes is crucial, since an exact mirror symmetry, even though motivated earlier in the work, would limit the form unnecessarily to one dimension as the work drew to its close.’58 It is the tension between model and realization that, in part, gives the work its dynamism. This balance of progress (non-symmetry) and stasis (symmetry) – which manifests itself variously as line and circle, recitative and aria, horizontal and vertical, and in the case of Melencolia I literally as ‘stasis in progress’ – is a fundamental aspect of Birtwistle’s modernity and, indeed, of his musical identity as a whole. Such a balancing of opposites without the one collapsing into the other – thesis and antithesis without the unifying synthesis, that is, negative dialectics – is at the heart of what Max Paddison, after Adorno, has defined as the ‘dilemma of modernism’:




the predicament faced by the artist caught between, on the one hand, the traditional demands of the art work for unity and integration (the harmonious relationship between part and whole) and, on the other hand, the loss of faith in any overarching unity on both individual and social levels in the face of the evident fragmentation of modern existence.59





The negation of traditional kinds of synthesis while preserving aspects of connectedness is thus central to an understanding of Adorno’s negative dialectics, of modernism, and of much modern art from Cézanne to Bacon, from Stravinsky to Birtwistle.


In a sense, the short third section of the Pedagogical Sketchbook continues this theme, giving insight into Klee’s spiritual dynamism: ‘there are regions with different laws and new symbols, signifying freer movement and dynamic position’. Birtwistle tends not to discuss such matters; he relies on his intuition without analysing it. He has described this as the ‘magic’ of his music, ‘meaning the element of surprise and transfiguration that perturbs the regular processes of his scores and provides their fascination’.60 Klee talks of ‘loose’ and ‘rigid’ continuity, the tension between the regular and the irregular, between natural, immutable laws (such as the force of gravity) and human will (the desire to escape from that gravitational pull). In Birtwistle, too, a similar tension can be found between the inevitability of regular and symmetrical schemes and structures, and the disruptive will of the composer who works against such schemes while never fully escaping their influence. In Birtwistle’s music there is always a dynamic tension between the regular and the irregular, the predictable and the unpredictable. His account of Silbury Air makes this point: the labyrinth is fixed, the composer’s journey through it is whimsical. ‘I do make “form schemes” (for pitches, rhythms … everything), but once started, the piece seems to establish a life of its own, which is more interesting than the original sketches.’61


Whether, in the light of this detailed examination of the Pedagogical Sketchbook, it can be argued that Birtwistle’s compositional practices and aesthetic have been derived directly from Klee is impossible to sustain. While it is evident that Birtwistle thinks about music in visual terms, to make precise one-to-one correspondences between an early twentieth-century painter and a late twentieth-century composer would be misleading. Nonetheless, it is certainly true that Birtwistle’s ‘way of thinking’ parallels that of Klee in fascinating ways and that to have some insight into Klee’s use of line, colour, form, rhythm, nature, and so on, provides a useful context for interpreting Birtwistle’s music as well as helping to articulate the nature of Birtwistle’s modernism. Whether a bible (containing the sacred modernist texts) or merely a vade mecum (a handbook to which he turns for guidance or confirmation of current practice), what Birtwistle’s interest in Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook (and the notebooks) reveals is how his concerns for repetitive ritual, formalized reading of nature, balance of opposites, of symmetries, of simultaneities, are rooted in early European modernism and are as evident in the bold formalism of his music of the 1960s and the ‘mechanical pastoral’ of the 1970s and 1980s, as they are in the large structures of some of the most recent works. Birtwistle remains a committed modernist and it is in that context that it is most fruitful to interpret his music.


MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES: PICASSO


One other modernist painter is highly significant in relation to Birtwistle: Pablo Picasso. Birtwistle owns a signed Picasso print whose composition he regards unequivocally as ‘perfect’. He has spoken (albeit in a rather vague way) of the omnipresent cyclic processes in his own music as a ‘sort of musical Cubism’62 and which he also finds in, for example, Stockhausen’s Zeitmasse. This, of course, reinforces an understanding of Birtwistle’s modernism (Cézanne was an important precursor of Cubism, and Picasso was a significant influence on Klee), but it also resonates outwards to other influential modernists such that it is impossible to say whether Birtwistle’s Cubist tendencies stem directly from his love of Braque and Picasso, or via Stravinsky. The influence of Cubism is hard to escape – John Golding has declared that it ‘remains the pivotal movement in the art of the first half of the century.’63 Birtwistle shares this view and equates the importance of Cubism for all subsequent artists with the importance of serialism for all subsequent composers. Glenn Watkins’s fascinating account of Stravinsky’s association with Cubist artists, and his accord with and participation in Cubism, is instructive.64 Attempts to relate Stravinsky’s music to its contemporary Cubist art date back to the time of the premières of the works (such as The Rite of Spring) themselves, while more recently even the sceptical Richard Taruskin has acknowledged the appropriateness of Cubist analogies: ‘As Cubism purports to represent multiple perspectives on a two-dimensional plane, Stravinsky’s music often suggests multiple layers of a single unordered moment in time, presented in an arbitrary, nonsignificant sequence.’65 Perhaps the most obvious correspondence is between the rhythmic interaction of independent planes in analytical Cubism, and Stravinsky’s music built from musical blocks – preeminently the Symphonies of Wind Instruments.66 This latter work has had a deep impact on Birtwistle:




I think that the Symphonies of Wind Instruments is one of the great masterpieces of this century … and certainly one of the most original, in that it’s to do with the juxtaposition of material without any sense of development … If someone said to me, what’s the biggest influence on your life as a composer, I would say this piece.67





As already mentioned, Varèse, too, was strongly influenced by the Cubists; his account of interpenetrating planes and masses, devoid of any conventional counterpoint, is clearly closely related not only to the structure of analytical Cubist works of intersecting planes and facets, but also to an understanding of Stravinsky’s music made of juxtaposed static blocks: ‘… the movement of sound-masses, of shifting planes … Certain transmutations taking place on certain planes will seem to be projected on to other planes, moving at different speeds and at different angles.’68 Varèse’s term for his musical blocks was ‘zones of intensities’, which were ‘differentiated by various timbres or colors and different loudnesses … The role of color or timbre would be completely changed from being incidental, anecdotal, sensual or picturesque; it would become an agent of delineation.’69


That aspect of Cubist practice which seems to have been most suggestive for Birtwistle is its ability to examine an object from multiple viewpoints. At an abstract level, it corresponds in interesting ways with serial practice where an ‘object’ (the row) can be observed in many different ways, even sounding in different ways simultaneously, and yet that ‘object’ fundamentally remains ‘the same’. Birtwistle is not a serialist, but the concerns of serialism have nonetheless left their mark on his music. Other kinds of ‘multiple perspectives’ are important to Birtwistle and their origins can also be identified in Stravinsky’s ‘Cubist’ practices. The first of the Three Pieces for String Quartet is a fascinating example of a movement built from independent yet complementary ostinatos. Each component moves at its own speed, each retains a fixed identity, yet its relationship to the others is continually changing. It is very much akin to Cubist attempts at representing the three-dimensionality of objects in two dimensions. And it is a recurrent theme of this book that such procedures are to be found everywhere in Birtwistle. We have already encountered perhaps his most extreme Cubist instance: the brass ritornellos from Verses for Ensembles.


Picasso’s work, like that of Cézanne and Klee, strikes an effective balance between the representational and the anti-naturalistic. Familiar objects and landscapes are fractured; we, the viewers, are made to look at the natural world in new ways, and in new formal contexts. This is true of Birtwistle too. His music is never utterly ‘abstract’. It engages with the world about us; it engages with the past. But it does not represent these objects and ideas directly: it reinterprets them in fresh ways by inventing new contexts for them. This is the enduring primeval power of a work such as Earth Dances. Golding writes that Cubism ‘had fearlessly confronted and produced a new kind of reality. It had evolved a completely original, anti-naturalistic kind of figuration, which had at the same time stripped bare the mechanics of pictorial creation, and had in the process gone a long way towards destroying artificial barriers between abstraction and representation.’70 In this light, it should hardly surprise us that Picasso’s thinking has offered an enduring model for Birtwistle’s art.



Musical Mentors



STRAVINSKY


The wider significance for Birtwistle of Stravinsky (and of Stravinsky’s modernism) cannot be underestimated. The structural importance of rhythm in Stravinsky, the construction of new kinds of musical time, structures built both from the opposition of blocks and of the simultaneous layering of opposed materials (two different kinds of stratification), repetition and variation, verse-refrain structures, modality (especially melodically), ritual and role play, the suggestive richness of folk art … all these key and influential facets of Stravinsky’s modernism are central to an understanding of Birtwistle’s modernism too. A number of sources have already been identified: the primordial rhythmic energy of The Rite of Spring, the block forms of the Symphonies of Wind Instruments, the instrumental role play of the Three Pieces for String Quartet; also one could select the formalized ritual of the Symphony of Psalms and Canticum Sacrum, the rough, folk theatre of Renard and The Soldier’s Tale, the melodic directness and sheer sense of fun of the Octet. One work has been widely discussed and acknowledged by the composer as of particular influence: Agon. Birtwistle undertook a detailed analysis of Agon as part of the classes he attended while at Princeton as a Harkness Fellow. The results of this intimate encounter can be heard everywhere in his music. But why this work in particular? Birtwistle is not the only composer to have been fascinated by it; Boulez and Tippett, to name but two very different composers, have drawn much from the work’s sound and structure. It is fascinating, for example, that Tippett’s encounter with Agon in 1958 coincided with his work on his ‘block’ opera, King Priam; it was ‘germane’ to Priam, Tippett writes, not least because of the instrumental possibilities it suggested.71 At the time, Agon’s bold audacity, its precision, virtuosity and energy, suggested that Stravinsky had in later life found a new musical direction, a new, much more rarefied kind of neoclassicism, an even more refined stylization of past forms and traditions. Furthermore, its adoption of certain aspects of serialism indicated an accommodation between what had formerly been perceived as irreconcilable poles: Stravinskian neoclassicism and Schoenbergian/Webernian dodecaphony. What Agon suggests is that Stravinsky’s approach to serialism is hardly radically different from procedures found in earlier works; it merely rationalizes his approach to, for example, the characteristic cycling of a limited number of pitches in nearly all his melodies. The varied repetitions of a given object which the serial method makes possible coincides with Stravinskian practice; his interpretation of the method exploits its circularity, rather than being a tool for development and a force for unity, as it was for Schoenberg. Stephen Walsh effectively summarizes Stravinsky’s approach to serialism:




His serial treatments typically make capital out of the fact that twelve-note rows are in essence repetitive … By nearly always preferring bold linear forms, Stravinsky throws this property of serialism into relief, making us at least subconscious of the fact that the various twelve-note forms are no more than different routes through the whole field, like so many changes in a peal of bells.72





This account immediately suggests other later developments. The process music of Steve Reich, for instance, owes much to Stravinsky. Berio’s ‘serial’ practices, too, are closer to Stravinsky than to Schoenberg: the cycling of the basic seven-note set of O King (1968) is in some senses characteristic of late Stravinskian practice, while echoes of Agon’s concern for sonority can also clearly be heard.


Agon will have appealed to Birtwistle initially, no doubt, because of its formalism. The fact that its title and subject matter allude explicitly to an ancient Greek ceremony or ‘contest’ was in tune with even his earliest compositional exercises. A ritual is enacted which depends on more-or-less explicit rules, in which dancers and musicians interact in a formal and preordained manner, in which the geometry of its organization is of as great a significance as its expressive content. Another feature of Agon‘s structure which would have appealed to Birtwistle (and which reinforces the sense of its ritualized formality) is its parallels with the Symphonies of Wind Instruments, nowhere more apparent than in the block-like opposition of musical ideas in the opening ‘Pas de quatre’. This also acts as a frame (structural pillars – ‘exodos/parados’) in that it recurs virtually note-for-note as the coda at the very end of the work. The work as a whole, while being dependent in many ways on the number twelve – twelve dances, twelve dancers arranged in various combinations of 1, 2, 3 and 4, and of course twelve notes – is organized in the kinds of interlocking cycles that were to characterize Birtwistle’s music of the 1960s (see Fig. 1.1). Comparison with the overall structures of Tragoedia, Punch and Judy and Verses for Ensembles is revealing (see Fig. 2.I). The sequence of French seventeenth-century dances (‘pas de trois’) in the centre of the work resembles (structurally speaking) the episodes at the centre of Tragoedia, while the ‘pas de deux’ – the turning-point of the work – is a kind of ‘stasimon’ and is itself punctuated by a refrain, just as the central dances are punctuated by the prelude/interludes. Such interrupted continuities once again call to mind the ‘stratification’ and ‘interlock’ – to use Edward Cone’s terms – of the Symphonies of Wind Instruments. The high degree of structural repetition suggests a strong constructivist/Cubist dimension to the work in which different but related facets of the whole are shown.




 





FIG. 1.1. Stravinsky’s Agon: overall organization
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Other aspects of Agon feature in Birtwistle’s work: Stravinsky’s attitude to instrumental usage (such as the prominent and significant role played by the harp and the striking spacing of chords) and his reinvention of an archaic past creating a music with a certain timeless quality (fruitfully compared with, say, Punch and Judy which – in Pruslin’s words – was a ‘source opera’ which though written after all other operas, would give the illusion of having been written before them).73 A closer examination of the prelude/interludes sequence reveals further, more detailed correspondences. The ‘Cubism’ of, say, the brass ritornelli in Verses for Ensembles is evident in Agon too. Each statement takes the same bipartite shape, the first part slightly longer than the second, and in a strict tempo relation of 3:2 (crotchet = 126:84). The second part is identical on each of the three playings; the first becomes more elaborate on each occasion through the accretion of new layers. There are essentially three components to the first part: (i) a rhythmic object (dyads) which seems to be reinterpreted from a number of angles (intervals expanded or inverted); (ii) a fanfare figure, characterized by scotch-snap rhythms, and which takes the reiterations of (i) as its starting point; and (iii) a rising diatonic semiquaver line. These three elements are layered simultaneously. In the first interlude (Ex. 1.2), elements (i) and (ii) from the prelude reappear in identical form while (iii) is accompanied by overlapped, augmented and rotated versions of itself, i.e. the simultaneous (Cubist) viewing of the same object from different perspectives. In the second interlude, element (i) is similarly additionally accompanied by varied forms of itself. Thus there is a kind of three-dimensional viewing of musical objects not only within a musical unit but across them too. This interpretation of events is further reinforced if one considers the musical material of the prelude/interludes to be a variant of that of the opening ‘pas de quatre’ (which also employs reiterated pitches, fanfare figurations, rhythmicized dyads, scotch snaps): the framing role of the ‘pas de quatre’ is reinterpreted as a punctuating role in the prelude/interludes.


A similar sequence from Punch and Judy will serve to illustrate this.74 The singing of the ‘Morals’ by Choregos (the chorus figure and Punch’s alter ego) is associated with Punch’s cyclic ‘Quest for Pretty Polly’. On the first two occasions (see Ex. 1.3), Punch’s advances are rejected and Choregos comments:
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Ex. 1.2. Stravinsky, Agon, ‘Interlude’ (1) (opening).

















Weep, my Punch.


Weep out your unfathomable, inexpressible sorrow.


It is impossible, yet, restless, you try,


   and torment yourself,


   and are tearful.


Weep, poor, pathetic Punch.











The mood of this number is appropriately melancholic, adopting the topic of the lament or ‘commos which, according to Aristotle, is so characteristic of certain tragedies. The music consists of a circular, repeating mechanism in the orchestra, and a contrasting linear, falling (weeping) vocal part. In both, symmetry plays a key constructive role. ‘Moral 2’ occurs in a similar position in the next ‘Quest’. As with the Agon interludes, all the music of ‘Moral 1’ is present in the next element of the sequence, but with a new layer added also: a bassoon line which shares aspects of the music around it (D-centricity, symmetry, ‘eleven-ness’ – see below) but which nevertheless maintains its own distinct character. In other words, a new perspective on familiar material. It is interesting that just as Stravinsky played with twelves in Agon, here Birtwistle plays with elevens: different durations of eleven units in the orchestral ‘mechanism’; a total content of eleven pitch classes in ‘Moral 1’ (the absent G♮ being the centre of symmetry of the vocal line); a bassoon wedge of eleven pitch classes in ‘Moral 2’ (symmetrical achievement of the final A♭ is avoided in order to allow circular repetition). A kaleidoscope of elevens. The next element in the sequence is labelled ‘Morale’ reflecting Pruslin’s clever inversion of text and dramatic meaning: ‘Leap, leap, proud, pellucid Punch’. Choregos’s line remains, but now with a corresponding inversion, transposition, expansion and reordering of intervallic patterns in various ways and accompanied by a new horn line. Both horn and voice make a feature of scotch-snap rhythms (a coincidental link with Agon, perhaps, though trochaic rhythms – especially in an accompanimental context – are a consistent Birtwistle fingerprint from his earliest to his most recent works). The dramatic situation and the musical object are once again viewed from new angles. The final element in the sequence, ‘Moral 3’, involves a further rearrangement of the objects and combines aspects of the ‘Morals’ and the ‘Morale’. There should be little doubt that Agon provided a rich model for much of Birtwistle’s music of the 1960s.
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Ex. 1.3. Punch and Judy, ‘Moral 1’.








The other important element of Agon for Birtwistle is its serialism. Birtwistle has never been a card-carrying orthodox serialist. His earliest serial experiments would have been made under the tutelage of Richard Hall at the Manchester College. Hall’s method, according to fellow-pupil Goehr, was to give his students only the five notes of the pentatonic scale and to derive melodies, counterpoint and harmonic systems from this: ‘it reproduces in an extremely simplified form some of the objective criteria of intervallic (or even twelve-tone) technique’.75 Hall was also interested in applying mathematical principles to composition. It was Goehr who brought about a shift in interest in favour of Schoenberg and his ideas, as well as towards the work of such figures as Krenek and Hauer. As for Birtwistle, Goehr claims that he ‘wasn’t interested in academic technique, or any of the other things that were on offer at the College’.76


Nonetheless, serial thought has left its mark. His earliest published works evince the clearest traces of twelve-note practice. Refrains and Choruses, while being Varèse-like in so many ways, makes a feature of organizing the total chromatic in a variety of (fairly un-Schoenbergian) ways. One technique, the symmetrical pitch wedge, is not a row as such, but a systematic arrangement of the chromatic all the same. However, though this process forms the backbone to this section of the piece, it is not the entire story; the ‘essence’ of the music lies elsewhere, that is, in the material that proliferates outwards from the wedge. Birtwistle is never constrained by the system, by ‘academic technique’; indeed, he seems to take a wicked and often witty pleasure in subverting such systems. More ‘regular’ twelve-note procedures can be observed towards the end of the piece. From bar 132, a twelve-note row is presented in symmetrical fashion, shared between pairs of voices (‘chorus’), and its progress is punctuated by a fixed five-note chord (‘refrain’); once the chromatic has been exposed, the two-part texture of the ‘chorus’ (including an informal kind of mirroring) continues while the row provides the source of the pitch material, though its ordering is not followed strictly. Finally, it contracts to a single clarinet voice (just as the vertical space occupied by the ‘refrain’ similarly contracts, even though its pitch classes remain fixed) and the row is retrograded though, once again, its ordering is freely interpreted (see Ex. 1.4).77 Borrowing the terms Birtwistle coined for Secret Theatre, it might retrospectively be appropriate here to label the twelve-note chorus the cantus (essentially linear) and the five-note refrain the continuum (essentially vertical); both are concerned with cycling through a fixed pitch-class sequence, but with different results. What is typical of Birtwistle is his cavalier attitude to his ‘row’. He is not bound by it; it merely generates material with which he can work, which he can accept, reject or subvert as he chooses.


Whether a direct model or not, the procedures found in some of Stravinsky’s earliest serial compositions offer fascinating parallels. The eleven-note set of Stravinsky’s Cantata or the eight-note set of his Septet, both dating from the early 1950s, suggest precedents for Birtwistle’s use of segments rather than the entire chromatic. Walsh’s comment on these works is also appropriate to Birtwistle: ‘What is striking is how readily the old cellular technique marries with the new excitement of integrated counterpoint. It is as if the idea were already latent in every piece Stravinsky had written before, waiting only for the right electric charge to bring its particles into line.’78 Aspects of serial thinking are certainly in tune with the way in which Birtwistle writes – the use of pitch collections (modes) to generate both horizontal and vertical ideas, symmetries, numerical ordering – but, like Stravinsky, he does not want to be slave to an inflexible method which smothers his own voice. Both composers wanted, to give just one instance, to retain the possibility of focused pitch centres which was denied within the Schoenberg–Webern camp. An eleven-note succession (‘row’?) occurs earlier in Refrains and Choruses. At bar 73 a vertical five-note chromatic segment is presented, proliferating symmetrically out from the middle D that had formed the pitch centre of the preceding bars. Then the horn, acting here as ‘protagonist’ in Michael Hall’s terms, presents melodic statements formed from an eleven-note row (missing note: A) and subsequent slightly varied repetition and retrogradation (bars 73–89). Interestingly, if the total pitch content of this entire horn line is arranged vertically, it can be seen that it is built symmetrically around the absent A as centre. Thus, both the initial chord (refrain/continuum) and the horn line (chorus/cantus) are, in different ways, concerned with the symmetrical organization of chromatic cells. Serial concerns thus manifest themselves not just in these various mirrorings but in the correspondences of horizontal and vertical, of melody and chords. The rest of the material in this passage is freely generated from the horn’s ‘row’, which makes a prominent feature of overlapping forms of Birtwistle’s favourite three-note collection: in its most basic configuration this consists of a semitone and a perfect fourth outlining a tritone (in Allen Forte’s nomenclature,79 this is set-class 3–5, an [0,1,6] collection, e.g. C–C♯–F♯). Once again, though not a strict serial procedure, the horizontal and the vertical are intervallically connected in a manner not dissimilar from that of the serialists.
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Ex. 1.4. Refrains and Choruses, bars 131–end.











DARMSTADT


The extant piece which seems most obviously indebted to avant-garde serial thought of the 1950s is Précis for solo piano, written in the summer of 1960 for John Ogdon to play at the Dartington Summer School. Its gestures of rapid activity followed by still, sustained notes, its comparative sparseness, its obvious symmetries, have much in common with Stockhausen’s points and groups of the earlier 1950s, with the stylized ‘moments’ of Klavierstück XI (1956), and especially with the extraordinary sound-world of Boulez’s Third Piano Sonata (1957–8). The contrasting ‘points’ and ‘blocs’ of Boulez’s ‘formant 3’ are an obvious parallel and the ‘new’ aesthetic of the ‘work in progress’ Boulez adopted in this sonata (derived from, among other sources, Mallarmé’s Livre) comes remarkably close to the ideas Birtwistle was to adopt over the coming decade. For example, ‘formant 2’ of the sonata, labelled ‘tropes’, consists of the sequence ‘texte – parenthèse – glose – commentaire’, ring-bound so that the actual order may be rotated in performance; each section is a ‘trope’ on every other. Birtwistle, too, has embraced – to a limited degree – aspects of freedom throughout his composing career: the alternative routes through instrumental lines in Verses for Ensembles and Cantata, the indeterminate relationship between the three melody instruments of Dinah and Nick’s Love Song, the repeating mobiles of The Fields of Sorrow, the variable synchrony of Silbury Air and Ritual Fragment, the flexibility of number and order of movements in Pulse Shadows, the various mobile formal elements and non-synchronous relationship between oboe and piano in An Interrupted Endless Melody. Furthermore, the idea of the open-ended art work is one that is not alien to Birtwistle and certainly the kind of multiple views of the same object proposed here by Boulez and explored in many of his subsequent works, is one that parallels closely Birtwistle’s aesthetic. In discussing his sonata, Boulez talks of infinitude, and employs the decidedly Birtwistle-like images of the ‘labyrinth’ and the ‘expanding universe’ (a temporal spiral).


As for Précis,80 though it appears to adopt the rhetoric of Darmstadt, its substance is much more typical of what we have come to associate with Birtwistle. The symmetries are more immediately apparent: mirroring both about the horizontal axis in the musical ideas themselves, and about the vertical axis in the overall five-part ABCB'A' scheme. The twelve-note vocabulary is subverted to the composer’s own purposes to reveal, by turns, a lyrical tendency (clearest in the final section), a concern throughout for the dramatic placement of resonant single pitches, and even a Stravinskian kind of role-play – a characteristic ‘cadential’ upward-rising arpeggio figure signals the transition between the first and second, and fourth and fifth sections (a procedure which uncannily re-emergesin the preludial flourishes of his next solo piano piece, written almost forty years later, Harrison’s Clocks). In fact, the exact model for Précis, the composer admits, was provided not by any of the big names at Darmstadt, but ‘second-hand’ via Quantitäten by Bo Nilsson, a Darmstadt-based Swede strongly under the influence of Stockhausen, which Birtwistle discovered via Ogdon. The one Darmstadt work he readily acknowledges as being important to him at the time, and indeed still today, is Boulez’s Le marteau sans maître. He first heard the work at a concert in London on 6 May 1957, a programme which also tellingly included Webern’s Concerto Op. 24 and Stockhausen’s Zeitmasse. He possesses a copy of the ‘original’ handwritten version of Le marteau published by Universal Edition which he argues is much ‘simpler’ than the later version. What he admires is the work’s formality, the way it does not attempt to express the texts but finds frames for them, the way in which the settings and the instrumental commentaries are cyclically distributed across the whole, the way in which the ideas are revisited (‘troped’). He is also fascinated by the instrumentation of Le marteau – how Boulez is able to make the voice connect ‘seamlessly’ with the untuned percussion – and by the fact that it is ‘against orchestration’.81 Its serial origins are, it would seem, incidental. He still talks frequently of works by Stockhausen of the 1950s and 1960s – Zeitmasse, Gruppen, Momente– as being defining statements in twentieth-century music and enjoys having this music programmed alongside his own. It is also not coincidental that these are some of the most ritualized works of the post-war years.
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