












Though it may seem a little premature, even academic, to 
start carving up the output of a composer still in his 30s into 
'periods', it is clearly possible to detect three distinct 
creative phases in Harrison Birtwistle's music to date. 
Birtwistle has spoken of a gradual change of emphasis from 
composition to composition, though it operates equally on a 
broader.time scale, from one creative phase to the next. 

'I find there is a definite creative evolution within 
myself, and different pieces take on different aspects of this. 
For the sake of simplicity one can divide this evolutionary 
process into three layers. The top layer is something that 
has come to full fruition in a previous piece and which is 
already in decline in the next piece. The second layer is 
something that has been thrown up in the previous piece, 
comes to fruition and into full bloom in the next piece. And 
the third layer is something that is like a seed and is in the 
process of germinating to appear in a later piece. But there 
are many more layers than this of course.' 

Of the three works on this record Verses for Ensembles 
(1969) marks the end of the second phase in the 
evolutionary development of Birtwistle's music, while the 
two vocal pieces stand at the beginning of the third and 
current phase. 

The title of Verses for Ensembles neatly encapsulates 
many of the characteristics common to the music of this 
period, inaugurated in 1965 by Tragoedia Verses: verse 
and, inevitably, refrain form; ritualised, 'artificial' structure; 
structural repetition on both small and large scale, often in 
interlocking, independent cycles; variation within static 
'frames'. 

Ensembles: instrumental resources used to articulate 
and clarify the cyclic verse-refrain principle. In Verses the 
total ensemble is divided into independent smaller 
ensembles, each with their own sharply-almost 
graphically-defined material and imagery. These 
ensembles are superimposed, juxtaposed, set against one 
another in a maximumcontrast 'block' rather than 'linear' 
continuity. 

In Verses contrast and functional separation is em- 
phasised by the spatial distribution of the instruments on the 
stage. There are seven playing positions: at the very front 
are two stands which are used for 'special occasions'- 
solos and suchlike. Behind these, in the form of two halves 
of a semicircle, are the positions for the two symmetrical 
woodwind quintets-the left-hand one for an ensemble of 
high-pitch instruments (piccolo, oboe, E flat and B flat 
clarinets and bassoon), and the one on the right for the low 
ensemble (alto flute, cor angiais, B flat and bass clarinets 

and contra bassoon). Behind these sits a brass quintet (two 
trumpets, horn and two trombones) from which the trumpets 
occasionally break away to play either at the front, or on the 
raised 'stereophonic' platforms at the very back of the stage. 
immediately behind the two separate groups of unpitched 
and pitched percussion. 

Nenia-The Death of Orpheus, composed in the year 
after Verses, initiated the third creative phase, which has 
already produced important works for voices and instru- 
ments, such as The Fields of Sorrow and An Imaginary 
Landscape, and a largescale orchestral work, The Triumph 
of Time: all, perhaps in a way, 'studies' for the grand opera 
Orpheus (as Tragoedia was for the chamber opera Punch 
and Judy, 1967). 

Although Nenia shares both the Orpheus legend and 
librettist (Peter Zinovieff) with the opera, they are in no other 
way connected. The title refers in fact to a particular kind of 
ancient Roman funeral dirge and to the name of the goddess 
that was invoked. Even though the instrumental resources 
of Nenia are highly reduced compared to Verses, one 
notices that Birtwistle has now begun to group instruments 
according to uniform timbres, in contrast to the mixed timbre 
ensembles of Verses. Thus the basic instrumental continuity 
of Nenia is carried by a homogeneous group of three bass 
clarinets. Until, that is, one breaks away (at the words 'The 
snarls of venomous, jealous women awoke Orpheus') and 
becomes a solo B flat clarinet. 

This change, and the wide range of vocal techniques 
the soprano soloist is asked to produce, is of course dictated 
by the exigencies of the text. Humming, pitched and 
normally inflected speech, phonetic extension, arioso and 
outright melody are all called into play-sometimes simul- 
taneously-by the need to provide narrative, declamation; 
song or the invocation of the name EURlDlCE and, after the 
entry of the B flat clarinet, ORPHEUS. 

The Fields of Sorrow shares the Orpheus-orientation 
with Nenia (the text by Ausonius from the Aeniad refers to 
the souls of lost lovers wandering around the underworld); 
and shares the spatial, symmetrical layout of the voices and 
instruments with Verses, though the actual constitution of 
the instrumental groups develops the single-timbre principle 
of Nenia. 

Unlike Nenia, however, the continuity of The Fields of 
Sorrow is not dependent on the text, but is laid out in the 
formalised manner of Verses. But gone is the hard-edge, 
high-contrast dynamism of Verses, and not merely because 
it would be inappropriate in a setting of the text. For in his 
third phase Birtwistle has initiated a primarily melodic, non- 
dynamic, processional style which might appear to have 
more in common with first phase works such as Monody for 
Corpus Christ; than with the post-Tragoedia music. 



Now colours and densities evolve and change 
gradually as in a procession across a landscape, and Time is 
not sharply subdivided (as it is in Verses) but unfolds as a 
broad, slowly-progressing continuum. Of Time, music's 
most precious commodity, Birtwistle has recently said: 
'Music is the one medium where Time can transcend itself 
more than anything else. With poetry you are always up 
against language and meaning-in theatre too-while with 
painting you're up against the frame, which limits the size 
and scale. Time scale in music is something which has 
nothing to do with the length of a piece-and new concepts 
of Time are my main compositional preoccupation.' 

Michael Nyman 



Harrison BIRTWISTLE 

1934 Born in Accrington, Lancashire, 15 July 
1952-55 Studies composition with Richard Hall a t  the Royal 

Manchester College of Music; subsequently, the 
clarinet with Reginald Kell a t  the Royal Academy of  
Music, London 

1957 Refrains and Choruses for wind quintet 
1959 Monody for Corpus Chtisti, for soprano and three 

instruments 
1960 The World is Discovered, for 12 instruments 
1962-65 Director of Music a t  Cranbourne Chase School 
1962-63 Chorales for Orchestra 
1964 Entr'actes and Sappho Fragments, for soprano and 

chamber ensemble 
Three Movements with Fanfares, for chamber 
orchestra 
Narration: The description of the passing of the year, 
for a cappella choir 

1965 Ring a dumb carillon, for soprano, clarinet and 
percussion 
Tragoedia, for wind quintet, string quartet and harp 

1965-66 The Mark of the Goat - Dramatic Cantata for 
Children 

1966 The Versions of Ihncesco Petrarca - a dramatic work 
for baritone, chamber ensemble, school orchestra 
and mime 
Awarded Harkness International Fellowship enabling 
him to reside for two years in the USA - for the first 
year as a visiting fellow of the Faculty of Music a t  
Princeton University 

1966-67 Punch and Judy - chamber opera, commissioned by 
the English Opera Croup 

1967 Monodrama, for soprano, electronic tape and 5 
instruments 

1968 Nomos, for four amplified wind instruments and 
orchestra 

1969 Down by the Greenwood Side, dramatic pastoral for 
soprano, speakers, mimes and ensemble 
Cantata, for soprano and chamber ensemblc 

1970 Medusa, for chamber orchestra 
Nmia on the Death of Orpheus, for soprano and 
chamber ensemble 

197 1 Meridian, for voices and ensemble 
The Fields of Sorrow, for voices and ensemble 
An Imaginary Landscape, for brass, basses and percussion 
Claronometer, for electronic tape 

1972 The Triumph of Time, for orchestra 
1973 Grimethorpe Aria, for brass band 
In progress: Orpheus [opera in three acts] 



Chronometer 

Chronometer is entirely made up from the sounds of 
clock mechanisms which have been computer-analyzed and 
regenerated onto 8 tracks. (Reduced in this recording by 
two.) 

In the original recordings both air- and contact-micro- 
phones were used to collect sounds from widely differing 
sources: for instance the Natural Sciencc Museum, 
London, provided some of the oldest clock sounds still 
available, while Big Ben was the source of the ostinato 
which dominates the piece. Besides repetitive sounds, the 
strikings and bell mechanisms of the clocks were also 
collected. 

About 100 different recordings, of varying durations, were 
analyzed by the computer electronic music system at 
EMS, London. ill1 subsequent manoeuvres were made by 
computer regeneration rather than by tape-montage 
techniques. The programme used to reinterpret the graphic 
and numerical music score was MUSYS. 

'The most obvious musical structures in Chronometer are: 
the solid repetitive slow sound of Big Ben with which it 
starts and which is dominant throughout; three 2-minute 
interludes of very fast complex sounds where every change 
is preceded by a short pure signal; a number of very dense, 
short, fast-moving structures with complex dynamics; and 
a series of transformations of the striking and chiming of 
the 'Wells Clock', with which the piece ends. 

Some sections are much changed from the actual record- 
ings - almost any specifiable alteration to a sound can be 
made with this method - while some of the most complex 
juxtapositions use frequencies and timbres as close to the 
original as possible. 

@ 1974 by Peter Zinovieff 



The brass band occupies a special place in British musical life. Widely 
admired, yet almost completely isolated from other forms of music 
making; entirely amateur in its playing status, yet at its highest level, 
virtuosic in instrumental technique; deserving a new, rich, continuing 
repertoire, yet extremely conservative in its musical taste, it presents 
for the present day composer a paradox, at once an exciting potential 
medium, yet .one whose specialised instrumentation and cautious 
musical approach combine t o  produce a somewhat daunting challenge. 

Nevertheless, in the past few years several composers outside con- 
servative circles have tackled the problem with great enthusiasm, 
enlivening and revitalising a repertoire which had become in-bred and 
stale. 

Each of the composers on this disc has come t o  the brass band from a 
different background: Henze from the main-stream of European 
tradition wi th no previous knowledge of such' a grouping of  brass 
instruments: Takemitsu, the Japanese composer, by way of the brass 
ensemble (itself previously unknown t o  him) and in an arrangement of 
my own: Birtwistle from childhood memories of bands playing in his 
native Accrington in  the north of England-and co-incidentally in a 
neighbouring village of Grimethorpe where he had relatives living in 
the late 40s: and myself from the inside as a former bandsman. 
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score of 4 trumpets, I horn. 4 trombones and I tuba for full band of  
26 players using the orthodox band scoring. 

Birtwistle's GRIMETHORPE ARIA, was the first work commissioned 
by the Grimethorpe band from a leading composer and dates from 1973. 

Uncompromisingly bleak in mood, mostly slow in tempo, its an- 
guished, pessimistic harmonies have not yet endeared it t o  band 
audiences reared on more ear-tickling fare. Like Henze, though in a 
different way, Birtwistle has re-structured the traditional scoring, 
rejecting the hierarchy of massed cornets and unison tubas in favour of  
individual parts. The result is a dense, yet multi-layered texture, 
massive in the great climaxes of the work (doubled in this performance 
on the two bands). 

The shape of the piece may be summarised as follows: 

Henze's RAGTIMES A N D  HABANERAS was written in 1975 in 
response t o  a commission from the Grimethorpe Colliery band, with 
funds provided by the Gulbenkian Foundation. W i th  no knowledge of 
traditional scoring nor of the instrumental style (except for a list of the 
instruments and a couple of gramophone records), Henze has produced 
a brilliant entertainment of I I miniature pieces whose gtittering textures 
give a new sonority t o  the band's traditional instrumentation. 

As the tit le suggests he makes much use of  the dance,rhythms he has 
become so fond of in his "Cuban" period, indeed the work often relates 
closely t o  the lighter pieces of  Voices a work of  about the same time. 
Throughout there are other musical references too, from a variety of 
sources-jazz, Sigmund Romberg, Kur t  Wei l l  and Mahler, all adding 
spice t o  these echoes of  the Caribbean "heard" in terms of  the British 
brass band. 

Elgar Howarth 

BRIDGE + limping motif LIMPING motif 

INTRODUCTION' + "frozen" chords 

Cornets Static chords sostenuto + punctuation chords quavers "brutale" 

+ punctuation 
chords 
(varied dynamics) 

wildly dissonant 
sostenuto chords 

flugel: solo gesture 
euphs: elegiac cantilena 
sostenuto harmonic thread 

Grimethorpe Aria, startled the band public of 1973 into an awareness 
of a wider musical world; fortunately for audiences of  the future its 
strongly felt and realised emotional content wi l l  assure it a place in band 
history of much more significance than any mere passing succ6s de 
scandale-rather as a masterpiece of the repertoire. 


