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Preface and Acknowledgements

My aim in this book is to offer an invitation to the glorious long voyage of Western classical music for all who enjoy and love it, and who seek to deepen their enjoyment and love without getting caught up in musicology and technicalities: an invitation au voyage, an entry to Aladdin’s cave, an injunction to ‘taste and see’ re-angled for the sense of hearing in all its complex and various modes. Not historical; but broadly chronological and thematic, from the earliest adventures in notation up to the present day – some fourteen centuries of continuity and interruptions, revolutions and renewals, complements and contrasts – via many detailed descriptions of individual composers and individual pieces.

My guides are boldly stated in verse:


I keep six honest serving-men

(They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Why and When

And How and Where and Who.



Or, gentler and more subtle than Kipling’s brusque rune, Virginia Woolf’s aims in writing on writers for her ‘common reader’ – ‘to say what I thought, and say it in my own way’ – not to provide objective assessment, let alone scholarly or analytical accounting, so much as ‘to enter into the mind of the writer; to see each work of art by itself, and judge how each artist has succeeded in his aim’, sharing enthusiasms (and occasional aversions) by celebrating beauties, wonders, joys high and low and – touchingly – to testify ‘before I die to the great fun and pleasure my habit of reading has given me’ (in all this, for read take listen, writer take composer, and her as well as his!).

The pages that follow are the fruit of a lifetime’s engagement with music, as a boy-chorister, as ardent if amateur piano-player (preferably in duets on one or two keyboards where the medium offers camouflage), as concert- and opera-goer, as avid consumer of recorded music, and, above all, as composer. Not deliberately, but unavoidably, my every reaction springs from the fact that I, too, however humbly, occupy myself with making sounds into shapes, forms, journeys, expressive of feeling and able to communicate it. As well as this primal source, my approach is born of a lifetime’s teaching, whether institutional or informal, and of innumerable exchanges with countless friends, colleagues, pupils down the decades; sometimes extended and elaborate, often enough casual – ‘the kindness of strangers’ – things caught in passing, or from such revealing places as Desert Island Discs or Private Passions. Some material here is incorporated from previous publications sometimes almost unchanged; more often slightly, now and then extensively re-thought, and occasional pieces expanded way beyond their original size. Everything re-used has been consolidated into an organic whole; and there is far more new-written than old-recycled. ‘Way beyond their original size’ is a loaded phrase: Music’s Odyssey was originally half as long again and was brought, with some regrets, to its present extent. The style throughout is inherently allusive, and I’ve tried everywhere to preserve, however elaborate the sentences, the intonations and rhythms of speech – spontaneous, improvised, natural as breathing.

Primary acknowledgements are due to Stuart Proffitt of Penguin, who offered the initial commission and has exercised unceasing attention, experience, skill, in the Procrustes’ Progress of shortening the body to practicable size; to the late Sir Roger Scruton, who first published a selection of my writings on music and offered endorsement and encouragement all along the sometimes tortuous way; to Sir Noel Malcolm, who, much more recently, most generously undertook to do a final round of cuts himself; to Sally Farquharson, who typed chapter-by-chapter as they were written – handwritten; to Paddy Gormley, who resolved my ineptitude with computers with endless patience, goodwill and resource.

Many other friends, colleagues, ex-pupils have been helpful, either in general encouragement or in explicit response and commentary: Caroline Elam and John Drury; the late Bayan Northcott; the late Graeme Mitchison. My principal debt to professorial and other colleagues is to Roger Parker and the late Richard Taruskin – their reactions worth printing in their own right! Also to Arnold Whittall; Julian Rushton; John Deathridge; Martin Ennis; Jeremy Thurlow; Marina Frolova. Fellow composers – David Matthews; Colin Matthews; Julian Anderson; Howard Skempton. For definitions and the ‘Technicalities’ section, Martin Golding, Gérard Bricogne; Gillian Moore; Lorenzo Goehr; Oliver Soskice. For French connexions – Roy Howat; Roger Nichols; Jeremy Sams; Peter Asimov; for Austro-German, the late Michael Tanner; John Casey; Chris Walton; Kathryn Puffett; Richard Nickl; Jeremy Sams again. For medieval/Renaissance, Sean Curran; for J. S. Bach, Geoffrey Webber and John Butt. For general encouragement, most of the foregoing plus Paul Guinery; Ian Julier; Christopher Hum; Ben Harris; Dan Warburton; Janis Susskind; John Kerrigan; Jeremy Prynne; Robin Reeve; Peter Digney; Cedric Cullingford; Charles Hart; John Vallance; Eirik Lodén. At Penguin, I thank Richard Duguid for invaluable help with proofing.

Many books on music are referred to in the text. Some authors stand permanently in the background. I gladly acknowledge a mighty handful fundamental to my understanding, sometimes to my angle, down many decades: Tovey; Rosen; Taruskin; the Stravinsky/Craft Conversation-books; the chapters in Man and His Music by Wilfrid Mellers; the elegant composer-encapsulations in the old record-guide of Sackville-West and Shawe-Taylor. Other sources are too widespread and fleeting to be captured. My late beloved master Sandy Goehr disparaged the belles-lettres of LP sleeves and CD booklets; I’ve however always found them exceedingly informative.




An Autobiographical Introduction

A ‘personal statement’; a bit of autobiography – my particular path to music; the ‘growth of a composer’s mind’. No immediate musical background; both parents loved music, though both trained as painters and were taken direct from the Royal College of Art early in the Second World War to join the camouflage unit in the Midlands, where I was born, October 1943, in Leamington Spa. Evidently I responded from the pram onwards to musical sounds, but only begin to recall rather later, after the war, when the young family relocated in Balham, South London: the wind-up gramophone, our precious handful of treasured 78s etched in the memory, complete with declining pitch and speed towards the end of each side – the Blue Danube in its entirety, the glockenspiely bit with the Pamina/Papageno duet from The Magic Flute, a flashing harpsichord (probably Landowska’s Italian Concerto), Schubert songs (my father’s favourite). And running in diminishing circles round the back garden singing Purcell’s Trumpet Tune, timed to end with the smallest revolution – attempting to be a record.

I recall nothing of music at the local primary school. Very important, though, the local church choir, taking treble solos in standard hymns and carols, and piano lessons from the nice old Welsh organist, learning the usual simple pieces, a way into musical notation. An unexpected legacy paid for a sweet-toned upright piano, enabling me to practise at home; also to try out sound-effects, and even ‘composition’, manifested mainly in altering the exercise-material (plus ça change), though I can still, more than seventy years on, vamp the primitive ‘overture’ to an attempted ‘opera’ on Pinocchio. But my principal infantile passion was for machinery, above all clocks and clockwork. Every Sunday morning, a round bus-trip to gaze at all the clocks en route: ecstasy if we passed Big Ben as it struck midday.

Next landmark, Great Tom, St Paul’s Cathedral’s answer to Westminster. On a family holiday we’d made a trip to Canterbury. I was – aged five or six? – thrilled to bits by the Cathedral, caught the singing at a service, and afterwards the boys at play in their lovely purple and black on the grass especially reserved for them alone. I began to badger my parents, who investigated possibilities, starting with St Paul’s because its education and lodging were provided free. And I succeeded at this first choice first go, despite only offering a hymn for my test – ‘For All The Saints’ – when all the other candidates seemed to have airs from Messiah and such. Misbelieved the good news when my parents announced it: first indication of diffidence/self-mistrust running the course of my life alongside exuberance and self-confidence, perhaps equally misplaced.

First evening away from home, first assembly of the newly united choristers: no instructions, just take your place and sing along, picking up by ear rather than reading the printed copies. When the voices divided into upper/lower – decani/cantoris as later discovered; I’d been placed in cantoris – remains one of the most vivid moments in my experience: dazzling, piercing, incandescent, inexplicable. Soon falling into routine, learning the ropes as Probationer (as such just missing the Coronation in 1953). A nervous, frightened little boy, not good at friendships, or games, only very gradually making good in this very special and intense atmosphere. Total saturation in the great Cathedral (and its environs, still largely devastated after the Blitz): hearing the Bible through aloud annually, the Psalms monthly, the principal offices daily: total saturation in Anglican church-music from Tallis/Byrd/Gibbons, via Purcell, to Wesley, the Victorians, Edwardians and Georgians, with advanced ventures into Vaughan Williams, Finzi, Howells. Broader repertoire included movements from liturgical works by Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, and the Brahms Requiem, Bach’s motets and Handel’s anthems. And, supreme climax, the annual alternation of Messiah with the St Matthew Passion, where the Cathedral Choir provided soloists – all us thirty boys in unison for the soprano arias – and massed voices from all across the diocese filled the space of transepts and dome, producing a monster sonority à la the Crystal Palace in Victorian days, totally inauthentic, unforgettably oceanic, engulfing, sublime.

Simultaneous was the discovery of altogether other musics via piano-lessons at the choir school. Easily most vivid and lasting, the impact of Debussy. I could learn to play the simpler numbers from Children’s Corner and Préludes 1, and listen to the harder ones given by request every morning before choir-practice by the wonderful musicianship and indulgence of the organist, John Dykes Bower. Better still, his masterly way with the transcriptions for piano of Debussy’s orchestral music which I began to acquire every Birthday and Christmas – L’Après-midi, the Nocturnes, above all La Mer, all known in this form before encountered orchestrally. DB’s feeling for music so far off his natural habitat was quite uncanny.

And composing: copious and childish, closely reflecting whatever newly encountered in Debussy (even a piece called The Sea!). More to the point, an entire opera in full score, on Hans Christian Andersen’s Snow Queen, libretto by one of my best friends at the still-alien choir school. I would wake in the small hours, steal from the dormitory to the little cupboard of a room where all the multiple copies of services and anthems were stored, write away for a few hours – Great Tom reverberating the times from nearby/above – then creep back to bed. A little later the same morning, the première, fresh from source, when DB would play the new stuff over, his musicality making it sound miles better than its actuality, and ask with a twinkle, ‘I wonder, Holloway, when you can find the time to write all this music?!’ Worthless rubbish, of course – I was not precocious; but evidence for sure of persistence and perseverance. With the same collaborator, a burlesque sequel was begun on an entirely original plot, but only got so far as its first act.

Aged thirteen-ish, voice-break; exchanging boarding choir school for day public school, living at home, with access to broadcasting and the dawn of the LP era: early to mid-teens. Standard repertoire slow-growing – my major thrills not yet mainstream classics so much as The Dream of Gerontius, The Planets, Belshazzar’s Feast, Sinfonia Antarctica. And somewhere/somehow, modern strains from the continent began to infiltrate – from Debussy to Ravel and the early Stravinsky ballets; Bartók a tremendous excitement; blown asunder by a casually encountered Third Programme broadcast of Erwartung, followed by immediate purchase of the only-available atonal Schoenberg – lucky: Kubelik’s Chicago Symphony Orchestra Five Orchestral Pieces, still the best recording of one of his best works. Strauss’ Salome and Elektra worked their intoxicating syrup, the Four Last Songs their solace after many a nasty bout of mud-and-scrum on the rugger-field. Enchanted by earliest encounters with then-rare Mahler, survived a live 8th Symphony at the Albert Hall, remained in love with Wunderhorn-works, in awe of Symphonies 6 and 9, reverent towards Das Lied von der Erde. Avid for Janáček and Weill, Britten and Tippett: puzzled by neo-classical Stravinsky, then intrigued and delighted by Agon – the crude first recording, specially ordered from the USA, when the work was still very new.

Also becoming aware of living composers of a younger generation and different tendencies – in the air and on the air – and then a particular connection via the music-master at school, where my father was art-master. I was pretty miserable and isolated, not much good at work, no good at all at games, crazy about cultural things shared by no one, trying to compose – VW, Britten, Bartók, I suppose (it’s all gone into the incinerator, together with all the previous ‘Debussy’). John Carol Case, the music-master, a fine singer – ‘best Christ in the business’ – who also occasionally tried out something more modern than Let Us Garlands Bring, and had retreated, groaning, from taking on Dallapiccola’s Cinque canti under the young firebrand conductor John Carewe. JCC mentioned to JC his problem-pupil, son of the art-master, mad about the new music – any ideas? The result, a benevolent dispensation; I was permitted, instead of compulsory corps or its compulsory substitute (metal- or woodwork), to travel up to central London every fortnight for an hour or so with this ‘official conductor’ to the English avant-garde, the ‘Manchester School’ – Alexander Goehr, Peter Maxwell Davies, Harrison Birtwistle – who, vivified by Paris (Messiaen and Boulez), Italy, Germany, the USA, were making waves in their native land.

Sessions with Carewe were more a matter of liberation and stimulus than actual teaching. He tried, heaven knows; but I resisted; and didn’t either want or (really) need. Sufficient that we talked – music and other things; that I left loaded with scores, and came up now and then to hear his concerts – the Manchester threesome, Pierrot lunaire with his then-wife as diseuse, and – best of all – the first English Marteau sans maître. John’s principal benefit, even so, was to get me into the Summer School of Music at Dartington, where his ensemble regularly performed. The True History of those remarkable years at that lovely place under William Glock’s directorship has yet to be told: it was the leaven within the dough of British musical life, later raised to national significance when Glock headed Radio 3 and the Proms but already germinating in secret for four weeks every summer in the beautiful Devonshire terrain.

I attended several years in succession from 1958 on; sang in the chorus – St Nicolas, Glagolitic Mass, Bruckner’s in E-minor; was exposed to Carter, Maderna, Nono; and blown inside-out by rehearsals for the first English Oiseaux exotiques. Also dutifully attended composition-classes. That first year they were led by Stefan Wolpe. At fifteen I was far the youngest in the group: he was unremittingly severe with my tepid VW/Britten/Bartók. Next year, Britten himself was there for a recital; much more kindly when shyly approached and questioned about his withdrawn Gerald Manley Hopkins settings by a tyro teenager also attempting the same poet. And the year after I think must have been when I encountered Luigi Nono. Exhorted by the fanatical devotion of a fellow-student (Bill Hopkins – no relation) I booked a private session and shyly showed my orchestral songs. Nono’s response: ‘You have talent but your music is historically impossible. There is a composer in this country who can help you.’ We emerged, and the mæstro escorted me over the lawn to find and introduce Sandy Goehr. He and I easily agreed to meet when both back in London: I visited the boisterous household in Barnes many times over the next few years.

Between Sandy and John Carewe I’d had a few awkward sessions with Iain Hamilton – dully dutiful academic analysis, nothing whatever for my own compositional efforts however dim, when most they, and me, needed help. Bei Sandy things were quite different: prolonged wide-ranging exchanges about music and everything, just what a confused buttoned-up adolescent would thrive on. There was only a decade or so between our ages, but this son of a distinguished musician (himself a Schoenberg-pupil), married with a lively wife and three irrepressible daughters, and at the centre of the new music scene in the capital city was meat-and-drink to an inhibited schoolboy, struggling with rugger by winter, cricket by summer, awful O-levels and then A-levels all the year round. Our efforts to undertake exercises were completely futile; I simply couldn’t or wouldn’t be taught: we soon abandoned them. Many years later when I realized that Sandy had received no payment for our many hours together (my parents unable to afford) and tried to thank him, he laughingly dismissed my apology – ‘I took no money because I taught you nothing: and I stole all your ideas.’

Meanwhile, troubled mid-teens, my life vitally nourished by broadcasts, LPs, concerts and operas; and all the time trying to compose – from Bartók into twelve-noterie into pseudo avant-garderie, all stillborn. Official piano-lessons no good whatever, nor school-music. I read omnivorously outside the curriculum, and was besotted by painting – I wanted most of all to be an artist and, among other efforts, twice executed gigantic murals on a blank wall of the school workshop: first, the Seven Deadly Sins (out of The Faerie Queen Bk 1, set work for Eng. Lit.), hastily obliterated as ‘indecent’, replaced the next year by a procession of enormous colourful abstractions. These unreal (albeit realized) aims were inhibited by my father’s proximity as charismatically creative art-master, and eventually died a natural death. In academic subjects I was poor at languages, bad at maths, and so hopeless in the sciences that after mock O-levels (under 10 per cent in both Physics and Chemistry) I was forbidden to proceed to the real exams. But I was good at History and bloomed at English under the inspiring incitement of a fiery Leavisite who trained me up hard for Cambridge entry. I won an Exhibition to King’s before the dreaded A-levels fell due, and left school as soon as feasible, took a job at the nearby big department-store (selling towellings and buying books); then a happy month or so in the West Country, tutor to a lad only a couple of years or so younger, coaching him for his forthcoming exams in History, English, Religious Knowledge – I seem to recall we talked mostly about Hopkins and D. H. Lawrence.

Up to Cambridge autumn 1961 to read English. Music was far too precious to be spoilt by ‘study’ as represented by the provincial mediocrity of the Music Tripos in its then state. So I missed out on what it could do quite well – grounding in traditional skills, harmony and counterpoint (earlier Sandy, seeing a deficiency here, had sent me to his friend Hugh Wood for these, but it didn’t work out well). To this day I cannot fill out a Palestrina-texture, harmonize a Bach-chorale or construct a tonal fugue. Cause for regret, even shame: yet undoubtedly this deficiency has proved positive by encouraging empirical usages in an idiosyncratic deployment of tonal means: I’d not have found them if trained to be ‘correct’. As composer still for the moment – c.1962 – a bigoted little modernist: gradually, in a rather lonely/melancholy time, finding a few kindred spirits; otherwise, kept alive by Sandy in vacations and Dartington every summer. Enter the Classics. King’s has a superb music-library and had then a record-collection already extensive and open to suggestion. I changed my scores and records three or four times a week, eagerly exploring music largely ignored by previous enthusiasms – Bach, especially cantatas; Mozart, especially everything; Beethoven, especially quartets; early Romantics, thence Wagner and Bruckner (not yet Brahms – tried and failed); Tchaikovsky ballets; more Mahler and Strauss, till joining up with previous thresholds around the early years of the twentieth century – Debussy, Ravel, Diaghilev–Stravinsky; Bartók, Schoenberg and beyond; Janáček and Weill. And countless innumerables to all sides of these main routes, ancient and modern. Some of these discoveries shared with a friend, most consumed in solitude. Live revelations from this time mostly in London: Cambridge yielded an unforgettable Winterreise with Britten and Pears, and the life-enhancing visits of the Chelsea Opera Group with The Damnation of Faust, Benvenuto Cellini, Act III of Meistersinger.

Composition began to lift during my undergraduate years. Three performances stand out in particular: The Leaden Echo (still Hopkins) for tenor and ensemble; a constructivistic machine for a ‘lunatic-lover-poet’ phantasmagoria; and Garden Music, also for ensemble, very audibly responding to the unforgettable Oiseaux exotiques at Dartington, plus lots of Schoenberg and pure unadulterated Webern. Also, intimations of a possible Self: when later I began to give pieces opus-numbers, Garden Music, suitably pruned, became op. 1 though it was by no means the earliest piece to survive puritanical purges of earlier efforts. All these three were performed at the College Musical Society under my own nervous baton: I didn’t dare the larger organizations. After two years’ inattention, my English Part I was mediocre. Stripped of my Exhibition, disgruntled with the subject as it left close reading and began to tend towards generalities like ‘Tragedy’ or ‘The English Moralists’, I gave in and switched to Music for Part 2, since this third year dropped the disciplines (apart from a compulsory fugue), admitted ‘Free Composition’, and permitted close encounter with a set work (unfortunately in 1963 Britten’s War Requiem, then new and sweeping all before it). My change to Music began very badly, with a change of Professor. The incomer, Thurston Dart, was determined to display muscle and wield the sceptre over his new kingdom. He summoned a meeting of all students reading the subject, asking us all, one by one, name/college/supervisor(s). Having only just transferred, I came up last. When, asked my composition-supervisor, I answered ‘Alexander Goehr’, Dart’s wrath and contempt were terrible to witness. I was all for scurrying back to ‘Tragedy’ and ‘The English Moralists’ but was persuaded to stay by the effective intervention of the gentle old music-fellow at King’s, who placated the monster, and supervised me himself – how to hone my Finzi and Howells – it being tacitly understood that I’d continue to see Sandy in the vacations. Prof. Dart was memorably checked a few months later when the Society for the Promotion of New Music held an out-of-town meeting in Cambridge, chaired by Dart with Goehr as guest-speaker, and my new Garden Music, already heard in London, was on the menu. The ensuing discussion saw the Tyrant as satisfactorily suppressed as the guinea-pig at Alice’s Trial. And ironically, Dart only lasted two years in the Cambridge Chair, leaving for another where he’d be free to exert his sway: his successor-but-one at Cambridge was none other than ‘Alexander Goehr’ (I can still hear the tones of theatrical horror with which the despised name was uttered).

But I did poorly in my third undergraduate year too, and went down in 1964, four months short of my Majority, tail between legs, to live at home, take some grotty job so as not to sponge upon the long-suffering parents, and try to compose. A feeble idea, resulting in a feeble time. The job – writing correspondence-courses for emergent African countries (including an English Grammar in four volumes as well as companions to set-books in Eng. Lit.) was hack-work wretchedly paid. I got on my parents’ nerves and my own; and dried as composer – even when managing to finish anything, it was tight and mean. Broke out of the mistake, after a couple of years of it, by re-embracing the call of academe. After much heart-searching for a genuine subject, I applied to Oxford to commence a Doctorate on the interconnections between Debussy and his adored-and-loathed Wagner. Admitted to New College for two fruitful if fraught years, getting composing again as well as progressing with the thesis. These years were unfunded: I put together what I could from various sources including two summers on the local dustbins and roadworks. The third year was rescued by Cambridge – a generous studentship at Caius, followed by a junior research fellowship there; then, as this was running out, by an assistant lectureship at the Cambridge Music Faculty – the Faculty I’d spurned as an undergrad. It was they who spurned me now! I only got this junior post at the fifth application, and then only when its first choice withdrew. ‘Ironically’ again, my tenure – up to full lectureship, readership, eventually Professor – is the longest-held in the Faculty’s recent history.

Initial lecturing was gangling and stilted, relaxing into naturalness by abandoning the script and ad-libbing, eventually not too bad (with some awful moments). Evaded the dread harmony-and-counterpoint so far as I could; did my duties as examiner; and thrived upon composition-teaching, even before I got the post, and, briefly, after retiring from it. This was wonderfully rewarding (though here too, the inevitable awful moments): you learn as much as you give out, whether dealing with a natural talent like Judith Weir, Robert Saxton, George Benjamin (to go back to my earliest years), or in dealing with recalcitrance, lack of gift, sometimes almost psychosis, or simply (simply!) getting a choral-scholar to hone his Finzi/Howells. Every composer is different (but some are more different than others): the one-to-one relationship brings this out as nothing else within an institution possibly could.

My own composition reached crisis-point even before I got a job-for-life. It dried so completely that I’d resigned myself to being an academic (though no scholar), not a composer at all. A huge constructivistic/modernist monster that yet managed to hinge its architecture and its affect around a Brahms song – First Concerto for Orchestra – had burst out in initial violence then gone ominously quiet. An extreme without a future (though I did manage effortfully to finish it later). The future, when granted, was wholly unexpected. A commission for a new orchestral piece for the 1970 Cheltenham Festival found me empty and embarrassed. I resorted to making play with some favourite Schumann songs, a process of dreamy rumination that had begun already during my time at Oxford. Suddenly it came to the boil, rapid, spontaneous, fluent (albeit effortful), sure of itself (albeit radically uncertain within): freedom in one bound from the shackles of trying, even succeeding in a dreary sort of way, to be a ‘modern music’ composer. Dissatisfactions, strong but not daring to come forth, with most of the current music I’d been so committed to, suddenly focused, were faced, overcome, and seemed to dissolve into the thin air of chimera. If this had been the conscious aim it must surely have failed: it was all intuitive and desperate till resolved. Whatever subsequent difficulties, vicissitudes, changes of angle and direction, reversions and contradictions, my course as composer after Scenes from Schumann was set.

So too the year’s work-pattern: teaching autumn through spring, climaxing in exams late June; summer devoted to composition – a natural rhythm – sowing and harvesting; breathing in, breathing forth – that usually worked fine, though the occasional sterile summer broke it badly. Odd moments throughout the academic year could be given over to orchestration and fair-copying; and sometimes, when a deadline pressed or a new piece could not be repressed, these somehow proved workable too. It resembled my practice at the choir school – composing in the small hours (but nowadays more like four in the morning); lecturing/teaching from 9 a.m. onwards; early to bed to ensure the continuation of stamina. The pattern continued till retirement in 2011; in the years since I’ve often felt somewhat shapeless/rootless/deprived – even futile – without it.

Thus the biographical background to this book: reactions to, experiences of, reflection upon a wide range of music over a lifetime devoted to putting them across, trying to enthuse and excite as well as to explain and expound; to light up, in all who cared to hear, my own loves, choices, valuations. Discriminations too – preferences and prejudices, limits and renewals, deaf-spots and some certainties that X or Y by so-and-so isn’t worth the bother, and that P, D and Q are truly bad and beneath serious consideration. ‘A judgement is personal or it is nothing.’ Every observation here has been tried this way and that, and tested in a burning crucible of pleasure, delight, entrancement – of wonder and awe and adoration – by a composer who tries also to practise what he preaches.




The Shape of the Book

First, a Prologue: a bird’s-eye view of Western Music’s origins in monody – folksong and plainsong – across ever-unfolding expanses of vocal polyphony culminating, via countless accretions, in a mighty body of skill, knowledge, experience, usage, in such great masters as Lassus, Victoria, Palestrina, Byrd. This will not be a History: the story is told in specific works by specific composers across some four centuries of development; chosen for calibre – architectural/constructive power, expressive intensity; almost wholly religious – liturgy and motets; rarely secular. There are many omissions – this is an enthusiast’s record of delighted discoveries, not a scholar’s coverage; a journey of accidental encounters, not a map. Broad sweeps, homing in now and then upon an exemplary piece of music as a launching-point for further exploration.

The main problem in describing polyphony is its unmemorability: it’s a texture, often of complex facture and expressive depth, enhanced by the wonderful acoustic structures for which it was conceived and which still suit it best in live performance. Yet even when the same melodic line runs through an entire Mass – as with the ubiquitous secular song L’Homme armé or the plainchant for a particular festival or the head-motifs from an individual motet, the sound is not memorable in detail; it doesn’t do themes, let alone melodies in a later sense. You can’t hum or whistle Machaut or Josquin, Taverner or Tallis! What one hears is a composite – a choral sonority in two to six parts (forty is a special tour de force) whose moment-to-moment interweavings and overall flux can be oceanic – one is engulfed in the texture/process/sonority, and sometimes drowned. Lifelines, thrown out by close technical description of how these polyphonic marvels are constructed, don’t always help. Nor, oddly, often enough, does following the structure and content of the text. Only towards the culmination and close of these long centuries does explicit expression become audible, most movingly in setting the Lamentations and Reproaches. In earlier times it’s hard to catch a change of intonation between crucifixus est and et resurrexit. The range of aching penitence, tender devotion, poignancy and exuberant rejoicing in Byrd’s motets is something new.

For this earliest epoch, then, impressionism, evocation by description, avowedly subjective, subject, too, to ignorances and omissions that true scholars of this music and its composers will deplore – yet, I hope, helpful towards expanded horizons for the eager novice like myself; ‘Ich kann nicht anders.’ Nor can I do much different for the changes that overturn the glories of polyphony at their apex – the birth of monody, the dawn of opera, the first flourishings of purely instrumental music, whether sacred or – principally – worldly. Here my confession is not of ignorant eagerness, as before, so much as to a lack of sympathy that, at worst, ends up in boredom, even resentment. This first drastic revolution/reversal in music’s history can be seen initially as merely negative: acres of dreary recitative with routine conventionalized continuo accompaniment, fuller passages all scales and fanfares across a few primitive tonal relationships. I’ll do what I can for Monteverdi and his consequences, then for the growth of concertos and trio sonatas and such. And there are pockets of delectation down the waste-decades: notably, the line of fantazia along the English seventeenth century, from late Elizabethan, through James, Charles, the Interregnum, to culminate in that dazzling treasure of ahistorical genius, the eighteen-year-old Purcell’s collection of 1680.

And as continuo-culture enrichens, it slowly takes on new continuities, purposes, sizes, textures, harmonies, to replace the lost glories of polyphony, which couldn’t possibly have achieved or even desired such results. Italian, German, English, Spanish, particularly French – the range between theatrical sublimity and intimate intricacy of Rameau, Charpentier, Couperin, justifies the loose term Baroque (impressionism again) at its great apogee: add to it Purcell – the model, thence Handel – the Handel of Old Testament oratorio (with one supreme Christian exception), and Firework- and Water-Music, not those insufferably unbelievable opere serie: then throw in the irresistible variety and sparkle of Domenico Scarlatti. But all these are still treated in cameo rather than covered at length and in depth. My story really starts with J. S. Bach, contemporary with most of these developments (and exactly contemporary with Scarlatti and Handel). Indeed, I wanted at first to commence this book here – a friend wittily dubbed all prior to him as ‘B.C.’ – but was persuaded otherwise. He and Schubert are the twin centres – Sun and Moon – of my musical universe; here is the first composer I know well enough to try to write of at length. His achievement, unlike his contemporaries’, extends far into the past, apparently superseded for ever by them; he revives the arts, textures, aims of polyphony, and takes them to an incredible consummation.

This was not thus understood until well after his death. Bach now appears as junction-point of all Western Music, at once the goal to which everything before – except the boring seventeenth-century blip – had tended; its summa, wherein everything before reaches comprehensive fulfilment with a richness of technique and expression unforeseen even by Byrd or Purcell at their most intense; a synthesis of styles, open to whatever comes his way, curious, energetically eclectic, choosing and creatively learning from all available idioms and practices; and a completion: there can be no other. All this was unknown at the time of his death and for long years thereafter. A century or so later, the picture has altogether changed (although before this, the principal prophets included some great composers – Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Schumann): thence the wholesale enthronement by later German Romantics – Brahms, Bruckner, Wagner; and thereafter Universal.

Après-Bach – ‘A.D.’ – come individual sections on successive composers, continuing well into the twentieth century, and commencing with Haydn and the ‘classical style’. To invoke this famous phrase is to encounter the second gigantic revolution/metamorphosis in Western Music’s evolution – another drastic case of mature mastery thrown out the window in exchange for what, by comparison, seems unbearably flimsy, trivial, infantile. The story of how this new manner rapidly ripened into Viennese classicism; thence, with the sea-change wrought within the art’s possibilities by Schubert, into the Austro-German mainstream all down the nineteenth century to its gigantification and decadence in Strauss and Mahler and its hoped-for reconstitution by Schoenberg, is told composer-by-composer. This river-run is powerful enough even to ingest the widest divergence from it possible from within it, the explosion of Wagner’s mature music-dramas. Yet Wagner, too, is unimaginable without Beethoven and Schubert as direct forebears and an affinity with Bach, deepening all the way from loving archaism in Meistersinger to profound resemblances – of language, expressive intent, harmonic-polyphonic saturation – in Parsifal.

The unbroken Teutonic line is carried right up to the mid-twentieth century, with the deaths (on each side of 1950) of Strauss and Schoenberg. Then other very different nineteenth-century paths are explored: French from Berlioz (notwithstanding his debts to Gluck, Beethoven, Weber); via Bizet, Delibes, Chabrier, to Franck and his circle; Fauré, Debussy, Satie, Ravel: Russian from Glinka, via ‘the Five’ (Musorgsky to the fore); to Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov, Scriabin. Back for other nineteenth-century nationalists – Chopin and Liszt the outstanding Romantic composer-pianists; Dvořák and Janáček; Symanowski and Enescu. Back yet again for another nineteenth-century line that I have to confess is another deaf-spot – Italian Opera from Rossini through Bellini and Donizetti to the mighty Verdi and the equivocally seductive Puccini. As with earlier such patches, I can only hope that my difficulties with this repertoire, honestly tussled with, might help some other listeners with theirs; and even, via such breast-baring breast-beating, confirm their pleasures for those who have no problem with this particular area of musical expression.

The Great Modernist Pioneers follow: Schoenberg and his principal pupils, already included in the Teutonic line, are now joined by Sibelius, Bartók, Stravinsky; also by such ‘pre-moderns’, late-flowering Romantics, as Elgar and Delius, the maverick radical Ives and his rugged companion Ruggles and the thoroughly commercial Gershwin. The 1940s/1950s are a watershed: many deaths, some in ripe or angry old age, some tragically premature; and one unique case, the remarkable renewal of Stravinsky for a further twenty or so years of surprises when he’d seemed to be worked dry. This decade, with all its paradoxical overlaps, marks another major swerve in Western Music’s history, with the emergence of an ideologically committed avant-garde determined to erase the past and start all over again from square one.

And from this point on, my coverage will again be, as at the start, a bird’s-eye view: broad sweeps and massive generalizations; only a few important individual composers are covered in the same detail as in the book’s main body; otherwise, cameos – representative figures, represented by one or two salient works, right up to the present day. Some individual composers of stature had already proven themselves such even before the Second World War – Shostakovich, Messiaen, Copland, Britten. Their variously chequered careers are rendered continuous, to interlace with commanding new voices who begin to come into their own in the years following the war, among them Tippett, Carter, Lutosławski. Simply to drop these names alongside those already mentioned is to wonder at the width, if not always the depth, of an epoch that can embrace Britten and Shostakovich at one extreme, John Cage at the other, while also embracing the ultra-complexity of Boulez/Nono/Stockhausen and their followers, the ultra-simplification of Reich/Riley/Glass and the subsequent clean-sweep of minimalism, holy or worldly; all these simultaneous with the mature experimental modernism of Carter, the mature idiosyncrasy of Messiaen, the polyglot euphoria of Berio, the quicksilver phantasmagoria of Ligeti, the stalwart and determined classicism of Robert Simpson and the lush neo-Romanticism of Nicholas Maw, the exquisite finish of Dutilleux, the inner stillness of Feldman, the maverick madness of David Del Tredici. Many others too; too many to name except, when this final chapter is reached, in passing: the bird’s-eye view again. The past seventy years or so of Western Music are protean beyond any previous period; and it’s all still in spate: there’s no question whatever in my mind that the state of the art remains colossally vital: my closing section is not an Epilogue, still less a Lament: I would deplore any such intonation or intention.

Nevertheless, there is a Big Question: does all this creative ferment of heterogeneity have a centre? The ubiquity cannot be denied; nor, at its best, the calibre. Flux and contradiction, fertility interlocked with sterility, mediocrity, as always (but merely bogus and inept given such scope as not possible in the past), are also undeniable – quite apart from sociological concerns as to the present and future of the art which are not part of my brief. Answer came there, No! No centre. But could there be a synthesis? Here I live (and practise) in hope. Let’s fantasize. After revolutions, destructions, replacement techniques and even languages on a scale unprecedented (just recall Music c.1600; again, c.1750; again, when Wagnerism eroded the language), comes a wearily tolerant stability – anything goes, everything is available and possible, neither better nor worse in an ever-expanding Past as well as a Present that includes the ends of the earth in ethnic musics and the untold resources of technology. The state of the art is more than simply eclectic; it is omnivorous, greedy, undiscriminating, promiscuous. As after such earlier times of flux the elements fertile in any innovation have survived, cross-bred, metamorphosed, borne fruit and even moved towards some sense of a common practice (think Music c.1550; again, c.1700; again, c.1780–1830; again, as the ‘poison’ of Wagnerism bloomed afresh in those composers strong enough to transform it). The most recent instance is the conversion whereby the dead hand of classic twelve-note serialism comes to life in its begetter’s principal pupils (to his consternation) – and even, sporadically, in Schoenberg himself: and is thence disseminated/re-applied/reinvented, in composers as diverse as Britten, Messiaen, Copland, Poulenc, Shostakovich, above all the terra nova of late Stravinsky, to reach a sort of universality – ‘we are all serialists now’. But then music always has been reborn again, phoenix-like, out of its own substance. And the same goes for the ‘culturalization’ of – say – the irritating fetishes of symmetry and proportion in Bartók, or Stravinsky’s manneristic tics and tricks of rhythm and articulation; and everything else pursued and captured in the twentieth century’s first half – most of all, its exploitation of the octatonic scale as substitute for the diatonic. All this is now digested, assimilated, standard; as with tyrants of influence in the past – Beethoven, then Wagner – casting a long shadow till reinterpreted, and redirected to irrigate new soil. Revolution circles into evolution: the vital recharges the weak, the withered stalks are trampled underfoot. Yet the history of all the arts is also full of surprises: an apparent dead end sometimes turns out to be (think J. S. Bach c.1750–1820) sole entry into a verdant ‘field full of folk’.

A note on method

As said before, this book is not History: it’s Appreciation, partial and personal (though I’ve prefaced telegrammatic biographical summaries to locate individual composers in time and place, as well as making occasional overviews as Western Music undergoes a wind-of-change). Nor is its method methodical. Rather, I’ve tried to take deliberate advantage of what seemed to be happening involuntarily – writing in the spirit of, under the impulse of, in the tone of, each individual composer in turn: a bit of a chameleon-act. The treatment is consistently descriptive and evaluative, not technical or analytical except when it sometimes has to be. Of course, the emotional power and intellectual might of music, in all its range, from titillating to shattering and every detail of its actual facture, depend upon technicalities. I’ve employed them as sparingly as possible, when they become indispensable: the section on Some Basic Technicalities (below) sets them out and defines them as clearly as I’m able.

Because not a history (though broadly chronological), this is a book for dipping/browsing/skipping. ‘What does he have to say about … this particular Bach cantata, or Schubert song, or Beethoven quartet? About Figaro or Wozzeck, Jeux or Pierrot lunaire, The Sleeping Beauty or The Miraculous Mandarin, Musorgsky’s Sunless or Fauré’s Bonne chanson?’ (etc., ad infinitum). And if any particular work is not mentioned, the parallels between it and those that are are full of suggestion and implication. For comprehensiveness is quite impossible. Most great composers are also greatly copious – Bach’s work-list runs to some 1,130 items, there are 626 Köchel-numbers for Mozart, about 970 Deutsch-numbers for Schubert, to go no further. In only one instance have I been able to mention everything a composer wrote, because Ravel’s output is so slim and choice. Elsewhere, throughout, drastic selectivity operates; by no means demoting what’s not included, but going for perceived supremacy within the oeuvre – Mozart’s operas and piano concertos, Brahms’s chamber-music, Beethoven’s piano sonatas and string quartets, for instance. Which doesn’t mean to demean Mozart’s supreme string quintets, Beethoven’s and Brahms’s symphonies, Bach’s keyboard collections or major choral utterances such as the Mass in B-minor and the two Passions. God forbid! But limits must be drawn. My hope is that by intense concentration upon exemplary choices – 15 songs, widely different, from Schubert’s c.600; some 20 cantatas, widely different, from Bach’s c.200, and thus for every other composer (even Wagner, with just seven of his mature operas in play, four if you count the Ring as one) – the eager and curious reader/listener will be encouraged to explore further, according to pleasure, interest, predilection, reward. ‘Go thou and do likewise.’ My choices are ‘touchstones’ in Matthew Arnold’s sense: emerald, sapphire, diamond – yet only a representative fraction of that immeasurable treasury, so readily reachable, of which they are part.

A guidebook. Suppose a first visit, only a week, to Florence or Bruges. What must absolutely not be missed? What is desirable yet alternative? What can surely be passed by on the other side? Let me be your Ruskin or Baedeker! A start, with hints for further discoveries – these things don’t go away – you’ll come again, under your own steam, venture wider, deeper, further; there’ll be no limit to the riches, ‘more of the same’ or, sometimes, new and surprising. And then there are all those other towns, other countries, other continents. (Though sometimes this Baedeker will omit a large feature for its very familiarity.) And tastes change, develop, mature – previous loves can grow sated; epochs and manners once alien can become congenial; styles and gods once dauntingly difficult, even repulsive, can wax familiar and lovely. This, again, is an invitation au voyage; an ‘Open, Sesame’ to Aladdin’s cave: ‘take, eat’; ‘servez-vous’; ‘oh taste and see’; ‘enjoy’ – such well-worn injunctions to ease, refreshment, nourishment, are my guiding lights.




Some Basic Technicalities

Sing or play a note: so far, so good – neutrality. Then another, higher or lower – immediately there is a relationship, tense/expectant or calm/consonant/resolving: the distance between the two notes is alive and pregnant with possibilities. Sound the two together (which begins to require a keyboard rather than two singing voices): the interval between them vibrates, tingling or grating. Sound a third pitch and the sonorous space begins to expand: harmony is implicit, even before all three can be sounded simultaneously. Play/sing the three notes in a different order, and contour begins to take shape; sound them again, varying their order, perhaps repeating the note that comes first to end with, and motif is implicit, thence melody.

Back to just a single pitch: vary its length: repeat it at random, with gaps for articulation and expectancy. Then not-so-random: the second lasting half as long as the first (or vice versa) – a third as long (or vice versa) – a fourth as long (ditto). Try these patterns twice, thrice, four times – with gaps or continuous: begin to vary and alternate the durational relationships. The bases of rhythm and measurement are here.

Combine changing the pitches (still only three) with playing about with the durations, and the fundamental constituents of organized music are in place: intervals in relation to each other, rhythmic pulse, harmony implicit if not yet actual, taking place in sound, in space and time. Folksong and plainsong can begin to burgeon.

Four notes will raise the stakes, five yet higher, six and more are already complex and dense with potential. Order and pattern suggest themselves: conjunct intervals form scales, upwards and downwards: gapped intervals make arpeggio-shapes: both are the nuclei of melody. In the conjunct scales some pitches sound out as more important than others, this note seems to need that one: it pushes up, it presses down; what follows it is completed-sounding, or incomplete, requiring more. The initially principal pitch can yield to another: such shifts can be stimulating/energizing or relaxing/reposeful; and ambiguous, subversive, contradictory, paradoxical, conflicting – all these are involuntary tributes to the sense that intervals lean, pull, attract, whether successive – contour, motif, tune – or simultaneous – harmony. The implications of just the two notes, whatever they be, that we began with, begin to be realized as more and more are included in: possibilities ramify.

A conjunct rise of five notes makes a scale: poising on the fifth, then descending, already begins to define a key. And so with a conjunct descent of five notes. Completing the ascent or descent with three further notes is to hear that the starting-pitch has been reached again at either higher or lower position – the octave: at which a continued ascent/descent will sound so consonant with the initial position as to be its replication. (From now on a keyboard will really be needed to show these things.) Sticking for a moment to the ‘white’ notes (literally, on a keyboard), beginning on middle C (heaven knows why the primal key is counted from C rather than A, making the scale run CDEFGABC upwards and CBAGFEDC downwards) we perceive that the intervals vary very slightly: upwards, the gap between the third and fourth notes is smaller; downwards, the very first move is the smaller: already a tiny discrepancy with enormous consequences to come.

A yet more significant discrepancy comes when only notes 1-3-5 are sounded (by now a keyboard is indispensable!): the triad. Try triads going up the scale – those on D-E-A (2-3-6) are otherwise from those on F (4) and G (5). (Roman numerals can be and are used just as frequently and normatively as Arabic – I to VII, and higher numbers as called for.) The formation is identical, the sound is definitely if indefinably different: major and minor. Those on 4 and 5 have the wider third of their two intervals below, the narrower above; those on 2-3-6 the other way about. This slight asymmetry is fundamental to all diatonic music, whether modal, as in folksong, plainsong and the compositional culture springing from them, or tonal, as in succeeding centuries of further compositional possibilities.

The triad on B (7) sounds anomalous – it is neither major nor minor, its two thirds, both narrower, make it symmetrical yet, curiously, imperfect. Its anomalous nature made it hard to accommodate: in the era of modality it was nicknamed ‘diabolus in musica’. And now for the real powers of darkness – the ‘black’ notes (literally black on any keyboard) have to somehow be fitted in and learn their places. Their names are sharp – ♯ – pushing up the pitch by the smallest interval in the system, the semitone, which in turn wishes to push up a notch further: and flat – ♭ – depressing the pitch similarly, and similarly wishing to push a further notch down. All this is as audibly appreciable to the ear as the pull of gravity to the feet. Beginning again on C for five ascending notes, but now flattening the third, making a minor scale: descend five from the C and flattening the third is more dramatic, producing an interval not yet encountered in the seven-note diatonic scale. Its first move is the smallest; its second, to the now A♭ note, is wider, with implications for both structure and expression, before stability is restored with the fourth and fifth rungs of the descent. Upwards and downwards from the keynote in the minor is thus more discrepant/asymmetric than anything in the major. These more acute intervallic pulls are chromatic – ‘coloured’. If, beginning from C in ascent or descent, every black note is included with every white, the succession of semitones makes the chromatic scale as opposed to the diatonic: not opposed, of course – they fit into each other, creating means for boundless structural and expressive ends. Wider intervals than the semitone – the (whole) tone, minor and major thirds, the fourths, fifths, sixths, etc. – can be re-coloured by diminution and augmentation, these words meaning exactly what they say: all such formations, both melodic and harmonic, are rich and versatile, in grammar and expression: Affekt.

Concord and discord, consonance and dissonance; these terms are of course self-defining, and absolutely basic. It’s important that they are not seen as antithetical and literal – ‘beautiful’/‘ugly’ – as in their normative English meanings. Of course, a concord/consonance is rounded, pleasing, suggestive of fulfilment, repose, close – a triad: and a discord/dissonance is incomplete, displeasing, suggestive of dissatisfaction, restlessness, need to find closure – cadence. The discord’s cadence is found in the consonance to which it relates, directly or obliquely: it confirms the triad of whatever key the music has reached, wherever it has modulated to in passing, or when it reaches its principal home. But dissonance is a rich and wonderful resource in music – it can be beautiful, beguiling, tempting, ravishing, just as easily as tense and demanding and incomplete. And consonance can sometimes be trite and commonplace.

‘Poising on the fifth, then descending, already begins to define a key.’ This fifth pitch can exert great power: it aspires upward, completing the ascending scale, with or without intervening notes, in positively triumphalist fashion: it pushes downward, or equally is pulled, by the initial note, again with or without intervening pitches, just as decisively. This shape – fundamental starting-point, the tonic; its replication an octave above or below; the fifth inside – outlines any and every key (still for now only C): the foundation-stone of tonality. Why ‘tonic’ God only knows, but the name for the fifth – dominant – is poetically and technically apt whatever its linguistic roots: it dominates, it cries out for conquest or resolution or answer in the home starting-point. Cadence – the great V–I, the primal urge to rise and sink, activate and repose, leave the shore then return to harbour.

The subdominant is second in importance and power – the triad on the fourth degree of the ascending scale or the fifth of the descending – still in C, so it’s F. The name is deceptive; rather than ‘under’ the dominant, the subdominant is its mirror, relaxing rather than dynamic. This remains true even when it’s used to cadence upon the tonic – the great IV–I, ‘plagal’ (as against the ‘perfect’ close of dominant-to-tonic V–I) – the ‘Great A-men’ that can be sublime, or ridiculous when abused (especially when the subdominant triad is minor).

The mediant – III: keys a major or minor third apart also relate closely to their tonic, though the connection is not so fundamental as the dominant’s or the subdominant’s. The mediant is not just the particular key on the third degree between I and VI, so much as all positions at a third’s distance: it can be reached within the course of a phrase, a melody, a paragraph, as too in the broader relationships within an entire movement. As tonal usages expand, in Schubert in particular, mediant connections become as vivid, expressive, structural, as any other, though never the bedrock which remains I–IV–V–I.

Needless to say, all these primeval basics can be suppled, re-angled, reinterpreted, reinvented in countless ways playful/joking/teasing, serious/profound/subtle/paradoxical, obvious or mysterious, crashingly trite or ambiguous, veiled, indefinite. Also needless to say, the basics remain the same whatever different pitch is used as the key-note. A work in E♭ or D reproduces exactly the same relationships to its dominant and subdominant and the lesser connections as in C-major or minor; and so with every other note. C is for Conventional, its clear origin in everyone’s experience who’s ever had piano-lessons. Interval relationships – pushes and pulls, adventures close to home and far afield, attraction back to starting-point – remain constant whatever the chosen key-centre. Absolutely salient is modulation: moving from principal key with all its inherent relationships, to another – close by, further away, normative or surprising, equivocal, startling, disruptive – is of the essence. For local expressive accent within a phrase of a melody; for structure on a larger scale – clauses, sentences, paragraphs, to the entirety of a complete movement within a work, to the entirety of all that work’s movements, be it a cantata, a symphony, a piano sonata, an opera. The so-called ‘abstract’ nature of music without texts, voices, story – ‘music about music’ – ‘absolute music’ – is completely contingent upon realizing these tonal relationships, dramatizing them, rendering them ‘articulate’, indeed having them speak, narrate, be expressive; all these terms are metaphors from words and language whose use, truly, is more than metaphorical. The potential for structure, journey, argument, utterance, building upon the harmony latent within tonal relationships from their simplest to their most rarified, is limitless. Tonality is the foundation, deep in the fundamentals, of the edifice rising to the cloud-capp’d towers of Western Music. ‘When we trace the slow and difficult evolution of our harmonic system, we cease to wonder that it was not evolved sooner and elsewhere, and we learn to revere the miracle that it was evolved at all.’

‘Tonality’ in the broadest possible application. It should not be narrowly defined by/confined to Western practice from approximately Bach to Brahms. All music is tonal, in the sense with which I began – a single note, neutral; another, an electric tingle; a third, a fourth, etc., setting up interconnective possibilities without end. Such relationships are still paramount in the most advanced music at the beginnings of modernism, c.1890–1914, when traditional Bach-to-Brahms usage seemed moribund to some of the epoch’s best composers. Schoenberg’s ‘atonality’, with its ‘emancipation of the dissonance’, still works as before: its sonorities are enhanced and expanded into realms hitherto unheard of: but not unheard. We have only one pair of ears; the human voice and the nature of musical instruments are equally founded in acoustic/physical facts that cannot change. Similarly with Debussy’s enthusiasm for Oriental musics that ‘make our tonics and dominants seem like ghosts’, or Stravinsky’s pulverizing and anatomizing rhythm into additive cellular organisms, or Vaughan Williams’ ‘emancipation of the consonance’.

We can only hear what they have cared to write with our ears, as they are, alert to what must be audible and interpretable, however new and arcane. They are ‘all we’ve got’, but they can be further stretched, sometimes painfully – ‘it must be; but it’s so hard’ – than seemed possible to previous philosophies. We can learn to hear in as many ways as there are different musics to listen to. Admiration for the finale of Mozart’s Jupiter or the first movement of Beethoven’s Eroica, awe at the Crucifixus or the et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum of Bach’s Mass in B-minor doesn’t preclude delight in Chabrier’s España, some rum-ti-tum from Donizetti, or a Piazzola tango. Our mental and cultural equipment for taking in the vast range of musical intonations and idioms down the centuries is identical for each case: so too our physiological equipment for interpreting and making meaningful how this note is linked to the next on the most minute and the most colossal scale (Webern to Wagner). Both can be taught by experience, wax elastic and tolerant, and may be expanded eventually to encompass the weird new world of microtones.

Brief definitions of other terms, common abbreviations, foreign words, etc. will be given as they occur in the text. A glossary of musical terms is given at the end.




CHAPTER I

‘The Shock of the Old’

Western Music c.600–1600

The discovery and recovery of European music from the dawn of the Common or Christian Era – down the Middle Ages, up into the Renaissance – is a triumph of historical musicology. Beginning in antiquarianism, developing through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries into genuine scholarship with marvellous collected editions, gradually coming to life in performance – initially pioneering and tentative, then ever more confident and assured, and in the post-war decades sweeping all before it – with a repertoire as vital as the Classics, the Romantics, and (hopefully) the Moderns.

‘Old Music’ or ‘das alte Werk/Archiv’, etc., is now perceived, justly, as parallel and equal to what has been known and appreciated far longer: the epoch’s architecture with its breathtaking feats of construction and proportion; the sculpture in stone and wood; the ironwork; the facture in jewels and precious metals; the illuminated manuscripts; the stained glass; the paintings. As, too, the literature of universal Latinity, thence the slow blooming into the vernacular in prose and verse: as, too, the slow emergence of the natural sciences from the gropings of alchemy, of astronomy from astrology, of mathematics from numerology: as, too, the evolution of civil society, law and order, Good Government in an Ideal City. All are organically intertwined: the ‘Nature of Gothic’ (as a more comprehensive Ruskin might have defined it): the ‘Waning of the Middle Ages’ as Huizinga had it: the ‘Renaissance’ (as envisaged by Burckhardt) – conditions of life spiritual, intellectual, sensual – auditory, tactile, visual, social, religious, philosophical: Piers Plowman, The Divine Comedy, Gargantua and Pantagruel.

The whole story is told with commanding brilliance and readability in Volume I of Richard Taruskin’s Oxford History of Western Music, copiously illustrated in photographs and transcriptions. It’s a demanding tome – the ability to read notation and master figures is indispensable; I feel that it’s only open in full to a reader who already possesses the necessary basics. My attempt here misses out not just the historical scholarship, but also the nitty-gritty technicalities. I offer instead some names and dates with indications of their significance, plus descriptions of some of the actual music, as it occurs, gathered while listening to a fraction of this vast repertoire.

All this huge body of work – some eight centuries’ worth, from Charlemagne’s court and Pope Gregory’s purported codification of the early Christian Church’s plainsong, to the culmination of polyphony in Palestrina and Byrd and its ‘replacement’ around the turn of the seventeenth century by a different ideal of musical texture and procedure – is functional: inseparable in its time, though not in ours, from ritual centred upon all-embracing religious observance as professed and practised in the yearly and daily round of the great cathedrals, abbeys, monasteries. When secular, the music is equally functional – the songs and dances of the people, the elegant entertainments of the court. Only vestigially, towards the end of the great timespan, do any of these musics become ‘art’, to be played and (mainly) sung for its own value, as communal diversion for its performers and hearers, or for solitary meditation, still inherently religious in character. All this is mostly lost to modern conditions (except of course where the sacred repertoire is employed liturgically): contexts, settings, purposes, are all changed utterly: the concert-hall and recording-studio, thence the home, the car, the jogger’s earphones, the gym-session, put original intentions at risk more surely than with any music from later epochs. The gain, however, is a widespread dissemination of untold glories hitherto barely suspected.

Vocal monody

Vocal monody is fons et origo. Monody both sacred – plainsong, free-flow arabesque albeit beautifully structured and contoured; and secular – rhythmic, strophic: monody is the basis for an astonishing flowering of polyphony. Sacred springs from the earliest written notations – gaunt and spiky, yet spritely too; long-linear, perhaps pre-harmonic, certainly pre-tonal, achieving massive feats of construction/engineering/proportion analogous to its contemporary architecture – the pointed arch, the vaulting, the flying buttress. Secular branches into a corpus of song-and-dance music ever more ambitious and wide-ranging. Sacred and secular interpenetrate without inhibition – hymns to the Saviour and his Mother can build upon profanities addressed to an ideal or an actual mistress; the war-song L’Homme armé is compositional ground for countless Masses. The best pieces achieve a balance of cerebral rigour – sometimes plain/square/didactic/mechanized, sometimes complex and ornate – with suavity, euphony, grace: both can touch the depths and hit the heights. Eventual emergence of affect – conscious expressiveness, a human countenance – whose chief means is the slow clarification and codification of the harmony that combinations of polyphonic lines inevitably produce.

Vital stages in this process are as important for music in particular as, in previous epochs of mankind at large, the gradual discovery of alphabets and writing. For centuries the actual rendition of chant and song was retained by heart in the mind and handed down by ear – the art of memory. Thence, inevitable with hindsight, notation – measurement of what had always been known, pitches, intervals, then durations of rhythms. Thus an act of reading supersedes an act of memorialization. Thus composition becomes possible. The archaic modes are rationalized and added to, enabling larger structures to be made even when setting the hallowed unchanging texts of Mass, antiphon, psalm, sequence. From monody, with or without a sustained drone to support, via ‘primitive’ doublings in parallel intervals, to free movement of parts – two, three, four voices – to polyphony often in five, six, eight parts; thence to harmony, founded upon the pulls and pressures of consonance and dissonance arising from the play of the contrapuntal parts; from modal thinking to tonal.

What follows here is a roster: a litany: names and dates (earlier on the latter are often speculative, sometimes the former too) and (irrespective of the technicalities, theories, treatises, which bristle with specialities) indications of each individual’s output, importance, influence, and attempted evocations of their actual sounds.

Many of the special terms are piquant enough – quaint, droll, appetizing. All are readily defined in any good account of the period. I list some for the fun of it: Forms, sacred and profane: caccia, canario, cantiga, carol, coranto, saltarello, tordion, volta, domp, estompie, folia, frottola, lai, lauda, passamezzo, pavane, piva, roundeau, virelai. Devices and techniques: conductus, descant, gamut, gimel, solmization, hocket, intabulation, isorhythmic talea and color, mean, tactus, mensuration, trope, macaronic, organum, prolation, quodlibet, fauxbourdon, occursus, twinsong, pricksong, hemiola, sesquialtera, dragma. Musica of sundry natures – theoretica, poetica, ficta: Masses paraphrase and parody. Names of instruments to delight Christopher Smart and James Joyce: crwth/crowd, buisne, cittern, clarion, bandora, penocon, poliphant, stump, clavicytherium/claviorganum, cornemuse, lizard, crumhorn, dulcian/dolziana/douçaine/dulcimer, nakers/tabor, rebec, flageolet, gemshorn, kortholt, pochette, lirone, pandurina/angélique/colascione/mandora/orpharium (all varieties of lute), monochord, rommelpot, psaltery, racket, rauschpfeife, shawm, serpent, sordan, hurdy-gurdy, vilhuela, tromba marina (actually a bowed string-instrument completely unconnected with trumpet and ocean). So, to movements of style and practice – stile antico/moderno/concitato/rappresentativo; prima prattica/seconda prattica. So, to important treatises, e.g. Musica Enchiriadis, the Dodecachordon; and important collections, e.g. the Roman de Fauvel, the Old Hall manuscript, the Eton Choir-book, Parthenia.

So, to some actual makers, frequently composing both music and words, as well as crossing easily from sacred to secular. Sometimes these figures are corporate: courtly troubadours, flourishing in Provence from c.1100; the trouvères, their successors from the mid-century in northern France; in Germany the Minnesänger, aristocratic poet-musicians of the twelfth to fourteenth century, hymning Love as their name indicates; their fifteenth- to sixteenth-century continuation in the Meistersinger – civic/bürgherlich, again as indicated by their name. Some celebrated figures shade into legend rather than ascertainable fact: Adam de St Victor, with hymns and sequences dedicated to the glory of religion; Bernart de Ventadorn, with praises to his mistress; and, unique, the output of Hildegard, abbess of Bingen (1098–1179) – ‘visionary, naturalist, playwright, poetess, composer’, who also involved herself in medicine, church organization, and wider fields of diplomacy. Her texts are ecstatic and intoxicating/intoxicated – ‘writing, seeing, hearing, and knowing, all in one manner’ – her own words: her music for them, if not a wishful fabrication, fails in intrinsic interest – an astonishing phenomenon, a psychedelic bore.

Intrinsic interest arises in the late twelfth century with the Notre-Dame composers centred upon the great church in Paris. Organa of heavenly length by the putative Leonin, then, rather later, Perotin (possibly two composers) – longer, richly lively sustained stretches of Gothic architecture in sound. Leonin’s are in two parts, fast-moving over the slow drone of the chant. Viderunt, first of the two Perotin’s two famous pieces, is in three parts over the chant. Viderunt omnes – all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God; all the earth shall rejoice in him; the Lord has made known his salvation; before the face of all people he has revealed his righteousness. Sederunt, longer still, begins similar till the fourth part also waxes relatively active: sederunt principes – the princes sat and spoke against me; they persecute me unjustly; help me, Lord my God; save me for thy mercy’s sake. Endless, nay interminable, jig-like rhythmic top voices, infectiously bouncy and cheerful, supported on long droning underlay, its text and its melody too drawn-out to perceive as a contour except when its pitch and syllable change. Hilarious, exhilarating, invigorating; faintly ridiculous, utterly captivating: les jongleurs de Notre-Dame.

Lively cheer chez Adam de la Halle (c.1240–80), best known for the Jeu de Robin et Marion, a pastoral ‘opera’ setting his own words to his own melodies or folk-tunes. More salient, though important more for theory than practice, the versatile Philippe de Vitry (also a poet): his treatise ars nova (c.1320) is fundamental for advancing notation of pitches and (especially) of rhythm, thus enabling the first composer one can responsibly call great: Guillaume de Machaut (c.1300–1377), supreme master of the ars nova in music, also a considerable poet, setting his own texts in many solo and polyphonic songs. Most notable, however, for the isolated Mass (and a cheeky little pendant, the hoquetus – ‘hiccoughing’ – David for instruments alone). The Mass is gaunt and grim, ‘burnt out’ with inner fire, yet bracingly fresh and raw: important music – one can hear this. The Kyrie’s many petitions make this brief-texted movement as long as any that follow. One is conscious throughout of punctuation – acutely aware, after Leonin/Perotin with their unchanging jig-trot, of the lengths of notes, from the longest-held to the liveliest flurry. The Gloria is more syllabic: long serious chords, twice, for Jesu
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