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‘Clemmie writes about each piece of music with such energy and passion that you can’t help but immediately want to stop what you’re doing and seek it out.’
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About the Book


From the author of the bestselling Year of Wonder series, this inspirational journal will take you through the year, with a suggested piece of classical music to listen to every day. Each piece, from medieval masterpieces to contemporary works, arrives with a brief introduction, along with space for you to reflect and journal your thoughts and feelings. You’ll find 52 mindfulness prompts, one for each week, encouraging you to set goals for the year ahead, and integrate your reflections, emotions and experiences on your musical journey of self-discovery.


With beauty and inspiration on every page, this is an enlightening celebration of classical music by an author who wants to share its diverse wonders with others, whether complete novices or lifetime enthusiasts.









Introduction
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Journalling is an age-old human practice, as is making – and listening to – classical music. Both writing and music can be a powerful and accessible route to personal insight, emotional clarity and transformation – to say nothing of being a shortcut to joy, beauty and wonder. And, as many psychological and neuroscientific studies have shown, something magical happens when we do both of these things together. We know that the human brain has a unique neural circuitry that is activated; a circuitry that could lead to heightened creativity, even the possibility of healing. In our ever-more-perplexing world, where the promise of both creativity and healing are peddled to us almost constantly – but not always in the most sustainable of ways – I hope this little listening and writing project can restore some creative equilibrium, some reinvigoration, some hope, in your life. All you really need for this journal is a way to listen to the music that is contained in these pages – all of which is available on the internet (although I urge you to listen, if you are able, via one of the many services available that offer compensation for the artists!) – and an ability to listen, internally. In other words: a little bit of time; a little bit of curiosity about yourself and your fellow human beings over the centuries; a little technological assistance, but most importantly: open ears and a very open heart.


I am not going to assume that you have an ability to journal longhand – since my brain unexpectedly ruptured in 2020, I have not been able to do that myself – but, if you have the ability to write your entries using a pen and paper, I hope you can. If not – no matter. The main thing is that you are here, showing up for yourself in all of your questioning, all of your wondering, all of your listening. And that is a beautiful thing. A journal – whether physical or digital – can help us work out certain life niggles and obstacles, whether large or small. It can help with overwhelming questions personal and professional, local and global, all within a private container. It can expand, pretty much infinitely, to be an unlimited space for safely confronting self-doubts, uncertainties, frustrations and other uncomfortable feelings that are inevitably part of being human. And, the best part of all, by a mystical process of emotional and neurological alchemy, that act of bravery – of actually confronting the reality that you are facing – often leads to processing, even accepting, that reality. Not immediately, obviously, and not necessarily fully. But it’s a terrific start.


A word about dates. Sometimes, I have tied a particular entry to a particular date. Sometimes I have not. I hope your own Journal of Wonder entries will give you a helpful chronological framework to reflect back upon, when the year is over, but if for some reason the musical entry doesn’t yield nourishing insights for you on that particular date, again: no matter. There are plenty more of them; please don’t force anything. I hope you will use this journal – and its music – whichever way you feel most supported; to help you access your individual observations, feelings, emotions, ideas, cycles, patterns, rhythms. Even if the music itself on a particular day is not acoustically calming or soothing, per se, being able to cultivate an awareness of your personal response – having the key to access yourself – should be very focusing, and a source of deep inspiration, motivation and, yes, serenity.


Like any new habit, though, it might not be easy at first. I recommend managing expectations and starting small. Go easy on yourself, be patient, but also try to be consistent. Many of these musical pieces are just a few minutes long. Use the prompts, along with the music, as you will. Jot. Bullet. List. No one is expecting complete sentences; in fact no one is expecting anything! This is for you. Maybe start with stream of consciousness, or note down something you already know or can easily remember. (And I don’t mean any ‘facts’ about classical music, by the way! This is not a test, I repeat, this is not a test.)




Today I’m thinking about . . .


Today I am remembering . . .


Today I am feeling . . .


Today I am wondering . . .


Today I am hoping for . . .


Three things I am grateful for . . .


Three things I could let go of . . .


Even: three things I want off my to-do list . . .





Ask yourself some questions.




How do I feel when I listen to this?


What comes up for me?


Where does that feel in my body?


Did it stay there?


What do I think I need?


What do I think others could need from me?


How could I possibly build steps to make that happen?


What’s my next realistic step?





Use these open questions, accompanied by the music, to take yourself deeper within yourself. How easy is it for you to access the most reflective or more emotional part of yourself? If you are hearing a narrative in the music, what do you think that is reflecting?


A diary offers you a safe place to record your feelings and work through your emotions. I believe the same thing could be said of music too. In fact, I know it is all these things – and so much more besides.


I guarantee that whatever is going on in your heart and soul, all of the composers included in this book have experienced something akin to that and will have created a piece of very precise music so it connects directly with you. There is no map, or key, or code to decode while listening to the pieces. If something resonates in you and it can help you with your mental state, it is the beauty of this ‘double journal’. The composers all needed to write this music to express what was in their brains, just like you can unleash your thoughts by writing in a journal.




May you find joy in these pages.


May you find peace, too.


May you find comfort.


And clarity.


And if not: there is always tomorrow.





Thank you for being here.


Clemency Burton-Hill


November 2023






Welcome. We are just at the start of this musical journey together. Take a moment to reflect on any particular aspect of the past year, or on all of it. What are you thankful for? What are your hopes for the year to come?
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Jesu, nun sei gepreiset – Jesus, now be praised


Cantata BWV 41


1: Chorus


by Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750)





And we’re off! What a thing it is, to embark on an entire new journey around the sun. But who to choose as our musical companion on day one? It has to be Johann Sebastian Bach and this rousing chorus from a New Year’s Day cantata. Whoever you are, and wherever you are, I sincerely hope this lifts your spirits on the first day of January. We have a big year ahead of us: let us link arms on this adventure together; let us go!
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Étude in C major, op. 10 no. 1


by Frédéric Chopin (1810–1849)





It can be a funny old day, 2 January, and sometimes a bit anticlimactic, but this two-minute piece seems to me to encapsulate all the promise of the new year – with its attendant hopes and dreams, discoveries, resolutions and potential revolutions . . .
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O virtus sapientiae


by Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098–1179)





Hildegard of Bingen was a nun, a writer, a scientist, a philosopher, a prophet and a Christian visionary. Somehow, this remarkable human also found the time to compose at least seventy pieces of music, most with their own original poetic texts. This would be vibrant and unusual music if it were written in any era; that it was written almost a thousand years ago, by a very busy nun, only heightens the wonder.
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Asteroid 4179: Toutatis


by Kaija Saariaho (b. 1952)





Celestial bodies have long held a deep fascination for composers. Finnish composer Kaija Saariaho here focuses her terrific musical imagination on an asteroid. Specifically, the stony asteroid whose orbit passes closest to Earth. I love the idea of this plucky, individualistic asteroid, our closest neighbour, doing its own thing, crisscrossing the sky in its own special time and colliding with other heavenly objects in its own, unrepeatable way.















Try to listen to one piece a day and use the music as a prompt for your journalling. Notice which pieces you prefer. There are no rules here, I promise, but as the year unfolds, try to note which ones seem to help release something in you.
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Crucifixus


by Antonio Lotti (c. 1667–1740)





I find this music radiant, moving, magnificent. If you can take three and a half minutes to stop whatever you’re doing and just let it wash over you, do it.
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Cello Suite no. 1 in G major


1: Prelude


by Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750)





Each of Bach’s six cello suites has its own distinct personality, its own story, its own blend of heart-stopping beauty and high-jinks joy. I could have chosen any movement, but I have started at the very beginning, with the opening movement of the opening suite, in the ardent hope that at some point, maybe now, maybe later, you’ll find the time to go on and listen to them all – to take them into your life and let them enrich your every day.
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Sonata for cello and piano


2: ‘Cavatine’


by Francis Poulenc (1899–1963)





Poulenc, who died on this day, led a complex, colourful life: he was openly gay, was possibly active in the French resistance, and the early levity and lightheartedness you can hear in his earlier music was later tempered by a gravity produced perhaps by the difficult experiences life had thrown his way. He began sketching out this richly sensuous cello sonata in 1940; i.e. in the shadow of World War Two. I think it’s beautiful.
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again (after ecclesiastes)


by David Lang (b. 1957)





Happy birthday to one of contemporary music’s greats: the Pulitzer-winning composer David Lang. His is a music of fierce humanity and, for all its cerebral intelligence, he peddles in immediate emotional connection. ‘If you use these pieces to figure out who you are and what you believe,’ he says, ‘you can dedicate a huge amount of energy to really trying to figure out what’s true.’
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Sonata in F Minor for two pianos, op. 34b


2: Andante, un poco adagio


by Johannes Brahms (1833–1897)





In the Romantic era, it was indubitably Johannes Brahms who contributed most significantly to the genre. This piece actually began life as a string quintet, and was subsequently rearranged as a popular piano quintet, but it’s this version, for two pianos, that really does it for me.
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Violin Sonata no. 2


1. Allegro non troppo


by Germaine Tailleferre (1892–1983)





Today, we have a fresh and lovely violin sonata from one of the coolest cats of twentieth-century music. As the only female member of the avant-garde Parisian group Les Six, she met the prevailing prejudice against women composers head on, by all accounts simply refusing to let it stop her. I love the fact that she was apparently still to be found composing at her piano right up to the day she died, in her early nineties.












What draws you to classical music and why? Is it to relax and unwind? Is it to help you concentrate? Is it to help you get unstuck or to give you a different energy? Music, while just ‘sonorous air’, is powerful: consider how you could harness it to help you get more of the things you need or want.
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Ave, dulcissima Maria


by Morten Lauridsen (b. 1943)





As our Western societies become ever more secular, there is a real and growing hunger for spiritually inflected music that seems to fill a void or meet a real human need. And so – whoever you are, whatever you’re up to – I hope you can find eight or so minutes to carve out the space to simply let this into your life today. I promise you’ll thank yourself for it.
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Octet in E flat major, op. 20


1. Allegro moderato ma con fuoco


by Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847)





As birthday presents go, this has to be one of the all-time greats.


Felix Mendelssohn wrote this exuberant piece of chamber music as a birthday gift for his great friend and violin teacher, Edward Rietz. He was sixteen years old. ‘I had a most wonderful time in the writing of it,’ he later admitted – and what I particularly love is that you can hear that enjoyment in every note.
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Deux arabesques, L. 66


1: Andantino con moto in E major


by Claude Debussy (1862–1918)





This supremely graceful vignette is about four minutes long, a snap, yet has the ability to instantly slow down my world; to drench everything in light. And if that’s not a precious quality for a cold winter day, I don’t know what is.
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Reverie


by Angela Morley (1924–2009)





With two Emmy awards under her belt, Angela Morley made history when she became the first openly transgender person to be nominated for an Oscar, in 1974. (She was nominated again in 1976.) It’s easy to overuse the word pioneer, but I feel like we should just let that fact rest there for a moment. She died on this day in 2009.
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Quatuor pour la fin du temps – Quartet for the End of Time


5: Louange à l’éternité de Jesus


by Olivier Messiaen (1908–1992)





Here’s another example of music as a form of spiritual resistance so moving it stops me in my tracks. When France fell in 1940 Messiaen was rounded up and deported to a German camp. Among his fellow prisoners in Stalag VIII-A were a clarinettist, a violinist and a cellist. Messiaen managed to procure some paper and a small pencil and in circumstances it’s impossible to comprehend, put together the work that many consider to be his masterpiece.
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20 Exercices et Préludes


1: Vivace


by Maria Szymanowska (1789–1831)





I find this fizzy little prelude a perfect pick-me-up: a quick musical fix that instantly gets me in the mood to get things done.
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Adelita


by Francisco Tarrega (1852–1909)





Look, sometimes what I really need in life is an epic symphony with all the bells and whistles, and sometimes what I need is a tiny little shot of musical perfection. Lyrical, bittersweet, touching, this miniature by one of the founding fathers of the classical guitar does what it does in under two minutes and is all the more delicious for it.
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Habanera


by Emmanuel Chabrier (1841–1894)





Emmanuel Chabrier, who was born on this day, was discouraged by his bourgeois family from following his heart into music. He dutifully studied law and worked as a civil servant in the French Ministry of the Interior for many years, composing as much as he could in his spare time, until, on the cusp of turning forty, he decided (and I paraphrase) that life’s too short. Once he decided to take the plunge, he wrote often-effervescent music that seems almost drunk on life, and remained a full-time composer for the rest of his days.












Focus on the feelings you want to embrace for the year ahead. Would you like more joy, more gratitude, more satisfaction? Where, and with whom? Reflect on some ways you could bring this into your life.















































19 JANUARY


[image: image]




Electric Counterpoint


1: Fast


by Steve Reich (b. 1936)





In this hypnotic piece for electric guitar virtuoso and tape, Reich constantly teases our expectations about tune and accompaniment in a way that would have been familiar to composers of, say, the eighteenth century. And when it comes to those mesmerizing patterns that develop and build in our ear, he’s walking a direct line from J. S. Bach. Consider this a supreme January mood-booster . . .
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On the Nature of Daylight


by Max Richter (b. 1966)





Like the very greatest works of art, this gut-wrenchingly beautiful track contains multitudes: beauty and grief, love and loss, interiority and presence; everything.
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Berceuse


by Amy Beach (1867–1944)





Today’s spotlight shines a light on another pioneer – a woman who refused to let the casual but total bias against her gender stop her. A prodigious talent and virtuoso pianist, Amy Beach was essentially forbidden by her husband from performing in public or publishing her work. But that did not stop her from writing reams of music, of which this gorgeous lullaby is a particularly luscious example.
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Piano Sonata


2: Lent


by Henri Dutilleux (1916–2013)





I want to get on the meditation bandwagon. I really do. But the truth is: I struggle. Enter music. To me, this piece is like a secret free hack to get me in the same headspace, if I really open up my ears and allow it to do its work. The net effect is similar, and it costs nothing. Incredible.
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Sure on this shining night


by Samuel Barber (1910–1981)





To a titan of American arts today, who died on this day. Samuel Barber was a professional baritone, a highly respected conductor, and, most importantly, an iconic composer, much lauded even in his own lifetime. He had an innate gift for direct and emotive melody. And yet he struggled with depression and alcoholism, and his creative life was dogged by many periods of writer’s block.
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Mass for Five Voices


5: Agnus Dei


by William Byrd (c. 1539/40–1623)





I love how the writing here is supremely controlled yet somehow sensual in its clarity. Listen how, for example, with each successive invocation of the Agnus Dei, he seamlessly folds in a new vocal line, as though we are listening in on a private conversation which eventually unspools to a magnificent, moving climax involving all the voices.
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Scottish Fantasy, op. 46


4: Finale (Allegro guerriero)


by Max Bruch (1838–1920)





For Burns Night, music from a German composer who had no obvious personal connection to bonnie Scotland but was so taken by the richness and vibrancy of its folk music tradition that he wrote an entire fantasia based on some of its best tunes. I hope Bruch’s music gets your feet tapping and perhaps has you marvelling anew at ways in which music can connect us across space, geography and time.
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Unsent Love Letters


by Elena Kats-Chernin (b. 1957)





Inspired by the unsent love letters of avant-garde French composer Erik Satie, Elena Kats-Chernin has written a suite of twenty-six exquisite piano miniatures, each one reflecting some element of Satie’s wholly unique art, love and life. If you can listen with a classic French drink in hand, so much the better . . .
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Symphony no. 41 in C major, K. 551 (‘Jupiter’)


4: Molto allegro


by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791)





It’s a clichéd word, genius, and so hard to quantify, but I think we can all agree that this guy was the real deal: a child prodigy, probably the most gifted writer of melody there has ever been or will ever be, a composer of music so profound, so wise, so witty and tender and empathetic and human that its being in the world simply makes things a little bit better.
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‘What power art thou’ (‘Cold Song’)


from King Arthur


by Henry Purcell (1659–1695)





Sometimes the greatest power comes from simplicity. Purcell pretty much builds this piece around a single note, ramping up tension through the repeated bassline (his trademark) and driving John Dryden’s words hypnotically forward through evocative frosted strings and shimmering, chromatic harmony. It’s an immediately arresting, weird and unforgettable work, a fitting example of the sort of brilliance which made Purcell one of the most significant musicians the UK has ever produced.












We are one month in! Do any of the pieces particularly stand out for you? Check in on 31 December and notice how/if the music has changed you, even a little bit . . .
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‘Time Lapse’ – piano version


by Michael Nyman (b. 1944)





This was originally written for the 1985 film A Zed & Two Noughts, and remarkably, director Peter Greenaway actually asked for the music to be written and recorded before he started shooting. This haunting track is a stunningly beautiful work, whose solemn power derives from Nyman’s superb use of what’s known in music as ‘ground bass’, a repeating ‘ostinato’ chord sequence that becomes, essentially, the music’s pulse, its beating heart.
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Lowak Shoppala’ – Fire and Light


Act I: VIII: ‘Koni’


by Jerod Impichchaachaaha’ Tate (b. 1968)





The distinguished composer Jerod Impichchaachaaha’ Tate is a citizen of the Chickasaw Nation, the thirteenth-largest federally recognized Native Peoples group in the US. Today’s piece is from a visionary work expressing Chickasaw culture, history and identity through modern classical music, children’s voices, art and drama, which Tate created with three other Chickasaw artists. I find this very moving.
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Four Impromptus, op. 90 D. 899


No. 3 in G flat


by Franz Schubert (1797–1828)





Let us mark the close of this first month of the year with a piece that celebrates a major musical birthday. Franz Schubert, born on this very day, is one of the heroes of the Romantic era: in his tragically short life (he died at thirty-one), he pretty much single-handedly established the German art song (‘lieder’) tradition, writing more than six hundred of them, many of which remain shining masterpieces of the form; he also composed symphonies, piano sonatas, song cycles, masses, operas and dozens of miniatures such as today’s short piano work.


The ‘impromptu’ was all the rage in nineteenth-century musical circles, and Schubert deftly turned his hand to the form, spinning an entire narrative world in just a few minutes. I struggled to choose which impromptu to select for today, but honestly they’re so short, and so very sweet, you could do far worse than to enjoy the whole lot.
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