Pre-concert talk

Welcome to tonight’s concert, and a new innovation for this choir, the pre-concert talk. This is intended to illuminate the programme, and I hope will be a two-way process – rather than me just talking at you, please feel free to make comments or ask questions at any time. 
In a few minutes I will be talking about tonight’s programme, but first, please welcome Stephen Watson to the stage to talk a little bit about the Rainbow Chorus.

STEVE

Intro
To start at the beginning – how the programme was conceived. It has been some time since the choir tackled a large, classical piece, and the Poulenc Gloria was an obvious choice for me. Following improvement in the choir’s ability to learn and perform new repertoire, I knew it would be a challenge, but achievable. 
Poulenc happens to be one of my favourite composers, and a fascinating twentieth century figure in his own right.
I decided that it would be interesting to place this work in context, by performing it alongside works written at around the same time, the mid-twentieth century. 
Some obvious choices sprung to mind, namely Copland, Barber, Britten, Tippett and Bernstein.  
What was surprising, when I began to look deeper, was the distinctive similarities between these composers, alongside some stylistic differences. I began to realise they were approaching the same target in their lives and in their music, but using different routes to get there.  

Society
Let’s start by looking at their place within, and their outlook on the societies in which they lived. They were gay men living fifty years ago; to what extent did this affect their lives and their outlook?
It is known that Bernstein had to hide his sexuality at the beginning of his conducting career (quote Mitropoulos story) – the point being that maestros were not seen to be gay, because they needed to embody a certain machismo and power. 
Copland lived under the same, McCarthy-era repressive regime. He had left-wing leanings and was under investigation as a suspected communist. Interestingly, both Copland and Bernstein were actively engaged and instinctive liberals, politically and socially, though in very different ways. 
Bernstein enjoyed the grand gesture – (Berlin concert), and was a media superstar, through his TV shows and international conducting career. Copland, by contrast, was a much quieter and more reserved individual (‘he masks his feelings’) who hid his sexuality and political leanings behind a veil. Barber I know less about, as he was a much more introspective and distant figure. What is certain is that all three felt compelled to hide their true feelings, in a society that was not always receptive to new, liberal ideas.

In Britain, both Britten and Tippett started life as outsiders, eventually becoming establishment figures. Britten enjoyed a lifelong partnership with the singer Peter Pears, for whom he created many operatic roles. His sexuality, political and social convictions informed much of his work and yet he was comfortable within higher society, and his sexuality was largely tolerated. Having started his life as the enfant terrible of English music, he ended his life as Lord Britten of Aldeburgh. 
Tippett was a man of even deeper principles, who accepted that in order to pursue his art he would be a loner. Although gay, he was more stimulated by his pacifism and left-wing politics (imprisoned). Both Britten and Tippett showed their practical commitment to social and political causes, by conducting and writing music for choirs, running festivals, and regularly working with amateur and school musicians. Britten was a more awkward and abstract communicator compared to Tippett, who wrote several books and was a regular broadcaster. But neither felt compelled to teach in the conventional sense, or to belong to a particular institution. 

Poulenc appears to have considered himself an artist first and a citizen second – in other words, he subscribed to the older idea of the composer being detached from society. In his letters he reveals himself to be “inconvenienced” by the German occupation of Paris, which a typically light-hearted and blustery way of expressing himself! This was the kind of absurdist and light-hearted way that Les Six, Satie and Dada had approached society in the 1920s. 
However, through his art he revealed a deeper anguish at the war, in his choral setting Le Figure Humaine, and in later works as he rediscovered his Catholicism, he revealed a profound side to his art. The religious ritual displayed in the Gloria is full of wit and melody, and is meant to appeal to the common man as much as Copland’s ballet scores. 
In terms of his sexuality, Poulenc appears to have had a chaotic series of affairs, including the fathering a child. At no point does it appear that he had to hide his sexuality in any particular way, although it should be remembered that he largely mixed within sophisticated, artistic circles. 

The differences between the composers’ circumstances largely appears to be drawn along national outlines, with the Americans in the 1950s living in a fairly repressive society, the British having a laissez-faire attitude towards Britten and Tippett’s homosexuality, and Poulenc benefiting in a society that has always allowed a private life to be private. 
What is interesting is that, having begun as ‘outsiders’, they all achieved prominence within the establishment – the higher echelons of the societies in which they lived. Tippett, imprisoned in WWII, became Sir Michael Tippett. Copland, the Jewish, gay, European-trained composer, became (to quote one critic) the ‘dean of American music’, credited with establishing a national style. Their political and social convictions were, if expressed at all, uniformly liberal and left-wing. And while none of them could be seen as ultra-political communist composers such as the German Hans Werner Henze, or the Italian Luigi Nono, they all displayed in different ways a willingness to commit to a cause or express dissatisfaction with the status quo. 



Music
These composers all wrote music that was, to varying degrees, listenable, harmonic and melodious. This was not a common trait among composers of the mid-Twentieth century, when we consider that by 1960 John Cage was writing aleatoric or chance music, using the rolls of a dice, and Stockhausen was well-advanced in his experimental, electronic pieces. Our composers all shared a common approach to composition that I term as ‘nostalgic’. By this I mean that it draws on the music of the past, in order to create something evocative and expressive in a very direct way. Within all of them there was a tension between this ‘nostalgia’ and the prevalent modernism, which was expressed in different ways.


Bernstein was a master of popular forms within music – the song, the dance number. West Side Story remains his most enduring work, and also his most original. In later works, he attempted to create more ‘serious’ music which ultimately lacked the sincerity and brilliance of his earlier musical theatre works. It has been suggested that his career as an international conductor meant that he could never fully realise his compositional potential, and that he probably lost interest. It should be remembered that Bernstein felt a deep need to be loved and appreciated, and conducting offers more immediate adulation than composition.  
In the extract we’re performing tonight, Something’s Coming / Tonight, we hear this gift for an instantly recognisable melody, rhythmic innovations borrowed from be-bop jazz, latin dance rhythms and an ability to catch the spirit of Sondheim’s lyrics.

Copland was described as the ‘Dean of American music’ largely because of the ballet scores he wrote for Martha Graham in the 1930s. In these, he re-created a mythical, nostalgic and naïve sound world to accompany ballets that depicted pioneering American life, homespun virtues and exuberant energy, in works such as Appalachain Spring and Rodeo. Copland was in fact trying to create a ‘music for the common man’; something easily accessible and directly expressive. These works use folk songs, open and wide intervals, and exuberant rhythms to capture the spirit of the west, if you like. And yet Copland’s mission was probably more political and sophisticated than that simple picture suggests. Like Bernstein, he was less successful in later life, writing little after 1960 of any importance, perhaps because he was so inextricably linked with his early scores which eventually became a sort of musical cliché, symbolic of the American Dream. The real voice of Copland may never have been heard, as he struggled to reconcile the evocative nostalgia of those early works with the more sophisticated approach he was constantly attempting.

Barber too struggled, following early success. He had an instinctive gift for melody and long-range harmony which projected true emotion. He was deeply-influenced by late Romantic composers, such as Strauss and Brahms – his music is truly deserving of the term ‘nostalgic’. His Adagio for strings, along with early song cycles such as Dover Beach ensured him international fame, with their evocative, lush harmonies and yearning melodies. Our chosen piece tonight, Sure on this Shining Night displays these virtues. However, as with Copland, and Bernstein, Barber appeared to lose his way somewhat following these early successes and only a handful of his works are in the repertoire today. One possible reason for this is the severe anguish and depression he endured for much of his life. 

Britten and Tippett both felt the tension between nostalgia and modernism in a strong way. Britten had a natural gift and was prodigiously talented. The spine of his output is in the operas, the greatest of which arguably is Peter Grimes, which once again deals with the theme of the outsider. His music was sophisticated and European in approach, which was quite revolutionary in pre-War Britain. There is however something distinctly English in the folk music-like melodies that he often used, and the fact that he wrote much of his work for amateurs and children. At his most profound, as in his War Requiem, Britten emerges as a composer able to transcend his natural gifts and write from the heart, if you like. Our choice tonight is very early Britten, but beautifully illustrates the simplicity that characterised his approach to melody and writing for the voice.

It has been said, when comparing the two that: “Britten aimed for the moon and reached his target. Tippett aimed for the stars and only very occasionally reached his target”. In other words, Tippett was constantly re-inventing himself with each new piece and examining a different aspect of his art, and probing the emotional range of his music. Compared to Britten, Tippett was a slow developer, being almost 40 before finding any real success with A Child of Our Time. This oratorio was written by Michael Tippett between 1939 and 1941. The oratorio is inspired by Herschel Grynszpan, the Jewish teenager whose 1938 murder of a German diplomat, Ernst vom Rath, in Paris gave the Nazis their excuse for Kristallnacht. Tippett originally asked T. S. Eliot to provide the libretto, but Eliot encouraged Tippett to write it himself, and Tippett took this advice (in fact he wrote all his own libretti) and this text reflects Tippett's pacifism and belief that people contain both "shadow and light" (a Jungian idea). Tippett uses spirituals very effectively to emulate the Passion chorales of Bach (they are the ‘voice of the people or the crowd’) of which we’re performing two, Nobody Knows and Go Down, Moses. The structure in three parts is based on Handel's Messiah. 
Tippett was more of a modernist, an experimentalist, than the other composers featured here. This seems to reflect the questing, probing nature of his personality – for example, he undertook Jungian dream analysis, and was acutely empathetic. He wrote in all the traditional large forms – concertos, symphonies and operas, which are famously difficult to disentangle, full as they are with popular culture references, rituals, alternative worlds and deep symbolism. Some of his music may be flawed, but there is always a sense of stimulation and interest, of ideas being tried out.

Poulenc evolved in a very different atmosphere from our other composers. During the 1920s he was a member of a group of composers called Les Six, who, inspired by their mentor Erik Satie and the various Dadaist and Absurdist movements, created music that borrowed from Classical era music, the music hall, jazz, popular song, etc. Often very light-hearted and melodic, this music was very characteristic the Paris of the 1920s. Poulenc was really a neo-classicist, using a familiar musical language – be it Mozart, or Chabrier, or whatever – and distorting it. 
Poulenc had a fantastic melodic gift, although the phrases are always very short – compare parts of the Gloria with Barber’s Sure on this Shining Night, for example. This is reflected in the fact that Poulenc was always more successful in shorter forms – such as the song, or collection of piano pieces – than longer ones – he was not a symphonic writer! However his larger choral pieces, such as the Gloria, show a deep understanding of polyphony and long range harmony. Like the other composers, Poulenc found a way of expressing himself though his music in a very clear way, even if it sounds like satire or parody at times. 

It’s worthy of note that these composers all wrote exceptionally well for the human voice, be it in solo songs or choral works. Britten, Tippett and Bernstein were also highly-successful dramatists, able to sustain drama in a theatrical setting, musically, for three hours or so. Poulenc’s best work is to be found in his solo songs with piano, many of which were written for his duo partner, Pierre Bernac; Britten also wrote many songs for his life-partner, Peter Pears. Although largely-unsuccessful in opera, Barber and Copland both wrote some beautiful solo songs. Barber in particular had an instinctive feel for the human voice – he was a professional baritone himself.
Perhaps this is significant? Perhaps it reflects their common need to be clearly understood? (Or perhaps queens just love a diva?)

These composers all shared a common approach to composition that I term as ‘nostalgic’. By this I mean that it draws on the music of the past, in order to create something evocative and expressive in a very direct way. Within all of them there was a tension between this ‘nostalgia’ and modernism, which was resolved in different ways – although it is arguable that Bernstein, Barber and Copland never reconciled these tensions. 

What is clear is that they went down an individual path, largely rejecting any particular ‘isms’ or ‘schools’ and attempting to express themselves in a direct, emotional, some would say Romantic way. These composers were not afraid to write, in a familiar and expressive way, about the fundamentals of human life such as love, death and longing. This was at a time when most other classical composers were attempting to re-invent music as an art form in a very radical way – think of John Cage’s piece 4’33”, for example, which is 4’33” of framed silence – so the audience, the environmental noise is the piece of music. Or Stockhausen’s totally electronic pieces, testing the boundaries of technology. When you put our composers into this context, I hope you can see why I arrived at the title of the concert – the Romantic Reaction.

Many questions remain open as I reach the end of this short talk. 

