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Once more we here present two broadcast talks by Robert Simpson. Both date from

comparatively close periods. Berlioz Now was recorded on 28 April 1960 and first

broadcast on 30 April (producer Annna Kallin, tape no. TLO 16048). The second

talk presented here, Composing, was Simpson’s reaction to a talk by Peter Maxwell

Davies, then a young aspiring composer of the so-called „avant-garde“, which was

first broadcast on 15 November 1959. Obviously Simpson did not at all agree with

Davies. His talk was recorded on 17 November at Studio PP2 (producer Hans

Keller, tape no. TLO 1990) and first broadcast on 22 November. Both texts show

Robert Simpson’s aversion to „avant-gardisms“ of any kind.

Originally it was intended to include another broadcast, a discussion

between Robert Simpson and Deryck Cooke on Bruckner and metaphysics (first

broadcast October 1970, tape TLN 40/BH 1338), but the transcript which I had was,

in contrast to the talks which were edited by Simpson himself, not only not edited

at all, but an obviously rather inappropriate transcript. Furthermore, the discus-

sion did never reach a proper finish. Two paragraphs from this discussion, care-

fully edited, have been added to Composing both to receive publication and to

stress Simpson’s line of argument.

My repeated thanks go to Bob Hill and Terence Hazell for their very helpful

assistance in editing. But there is one plea I wish to make: Although there are still

immense fields in Robert Simpson research still to be explored, this exploration has

reached TONIC in recent years to an only very limited extent. Therefore I would

be immensely grateful if articles on Robert Simpson of more than two pages length

be sent to me for publication. The Robert Simpson Society has in TONIC a forum

in which nearly all contributions on Simpson can reach a wider public. Therefore,

any volunteers, please?

Jürgen Schaarwächter

TONIC 14 (2004) 1

EDITORIAL



TONIC 14 (2004)2



Ex. 1
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ROBERT SIMPSON
BERLIOZ NOW (1960)



That music was written when Berlioz was eight years old. Before you gasp at

such precocity, let me hasten to confess that it’s the chorus of Dervishes from

Beethoven’s music to Die Ruinen von Athen. My purpose in starting with it wasn’t

to attempt a small hoax. It’s true that one might be forgiven for momentarily mis-

taking that piece for a bit of Berlioz – it has a certain exotic wildness, a kind of

extravagance, and Berlioz has a reputation for wild extravagance. One of the points

I want to make is that this reputation is itself extravagant, and that Berlioz himself,

when one gets to know him properly, proves to be as restrained an artist as ever

there was. In fact he is a remarkably persistent traditionalist; such music as the

Beethoven you’ve just heard is only a small part of the tradition that sustains him.

It is such a small part that it’s responsible for perhaps one-twentieth of Berlioz’s

music – but aggressiveness is invariably better box-office than restraint.

Since the war, Berlioz has risen a few rungs on the ladder of fashion. Before

that it was customary to write him off as a rather fascinating eccentric, often clum-

sily amateurish when he isn’t inspired, clearly original, but hopelessly undisci-

plined and possessed by a fatal iconoclastic urge. A book by J. H. Elliott, published

in 1937, is typical of this approach, so obsessed with the apparent inequalities of
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Berlioz as to appear condescending to his virtues.1 This method of criticism is all

too well known in every sphere of life and that book isn’t the only place where it’s

applied to Berlioz. On the cover of a record of that most exquisite of orchestral

song-cycles, Les nuits d’été, the mercifully anonymous annotator refers to ‘a wilful-

ly „incorrect“ cadence of doubtful effect.’ Let’s consider this. The song is Absence,

and the ‘wilfully „incorrect“ cadence’ in question is presumably incorrect because

some notes are missing. Instead of writing a full dominant seventh, Berlioz prefers

to cut out the fundamental dominant note and its fifth, leaving only a hollow-

sounding combination of leading-note and seventh, putting in the dominant only

after the hollowness has had time to register. The words, ‘Come back, come back,

my beloved’ are perfectly illustrated by this and the cadence, far from being ‘of

doubtful effect’, expresses intense loneliness; it’s a heart-seizing call across a vast

distance. The means are simple, the result – well, look at it:

Ex. 2

1 There is no book by John Harold Elliott recorded in any of the major British/American library cat-

alogues which was published in 1937. There is, however, a considerably popular book by Elliott

which was published in 1926: A first glimpse of great music: being a few suggestions and generalizations

compiled for use of the „plain man“. Ed.



In his book J. H. Elliott shows the characteristic pre-war suspicion of the very

fundamentals of Berlioz’s art. Even where he is forced to praise he must describe

the composer as in some way subversive or unhealthy. He discusses Les nuits d’été

and says: ‘Sur les lagunes and Au cimetière are remarkable examples of the concen-

trated, passionate melancholy that, in the music of Berlioz, will act on the mind

with the effect of a powerful drug – if the listener is prepared to yield. The provi-

so is important.’ Now I don’t see myself as a drug addict if I appreciate the myste-

rious sadness of Au cimetière, its perfection of line and harmony, its exact sense of

words. Berlioz is expressing a sense of solitariness that surely no normal, imagina-

tive person has failed to experience.

Ex. 3
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More recently, fewer people have felt the old compulsion to make provisos

about Berlioz. There is a new tendency among the so-called avant-garde to accept

him almost uncritically for the same reason that caused his earlier neglect. Any-

thing odd or strange in Berlioz is now apt to be quoted as proof that he was him-

self one of the great avant-gardistes of music. The man who attacked Cherubini’s

academicism is now seen as a forerunner of those who assert that melody and

tonality are ‘finished’. But Berlioz attacked not only dry scholasticism. Tristan

meant practically nothing to him, and he was repelled by the self-indulgent sensu-

ality of what he did understand in it.2 He was shocked and mystified even by the

2 When on 25 January 1860 Wagner premiered the Tristan Prelude in Paris, Berlioz was 57 years old. Ed.



famous dissonance in the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and in a time

when harmonic audacity was the war-cry of the apostles of the new music, Berlioz

was almost fanatical in his pursuit of chaste harmony and simplicity of line. His

roots went back to Gluck and beyond. When Berlioz is sensational, he merely suc-

cumbs to the influence of the Paris of his time, whose idols were Meyerbeer and

Spontini, especially Meyerbeer. He wanted, not unnaturally, to show that he could

outdo anyone in spectacular theatricalism – yet, somehow, he succeeds only in

showing, time after time, how his finer instincts bring about a restraint his con-

temporaries didn’t notice. Sometimes his music is so powerful in itself that these

restraints need to be pointed out. How many people, for instance, stop to realize

that the trombones don’t enter the Symphonie fantastique until the fourth move-

ment?

Berlioz’s Requiem was for many years regarded as a megalomaniac’s pipe-

dream; yet it, too, is far more notable for restraint than for any other physical qual-

ity. The massed brass bands are used sparingly and with surprising subtlety. The

first entry of the four extra choirs of brass serves in fact a double purpose; the obvi-

ous part of it is to create a spectacular uproar at the sounding of the Last Trump;

the other is to drive home the culmination of a simple but profoundly original

process of progressive tonality that is itself illustrative. It’s worth while spending

a few moments on this point. The Dies iræ begins with a slow theme in A minor for

unharmonized ‘cellos and basses; it might perhaps be called the exact antithesis of

the ‘Joy’ theme in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The women’s voices make a

plaintive reply and then the men take up the theme, with grotesque sinister coun-

terpoint that far from being merely crude, suggests that Berlioz must have studied

mediaeval music.

Ex. 4
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A little later a shuddering modulation forces the tonality up a semitone, into B

minor, with an increase in tempo and more elaborate but equally strange counter-

point. Next comes an even more violent screwing-up of the tonality, this time by a

major third to D minor. Again the pace increases and the writing is even more

tense. The air is crackling with all-pervasive fear:



Ex. 5
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The intensity grows until, finally, there’s another harsh change, this time

matching the first by rising a semitone. But instead of continuing the previous

material, Berlioz suddenly stuns the hearer with the sound of massed brass, blaz-

ing in E major. E is the remotest possible distance from A (whence the music start-

ed) and we’ve been transported across the universe.

Ex. 6
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At the very end Berlioz, with characteristic restraint, retires into impressive

soft cadences that foreshadow the close of another great work, one that’s never yet

been performed, Havergal Brian’s Gothic Symphony3:

3 Havergal Brian’s Gothic Symphony was premiered on 24 June 1961 at Central Hall, Westminster, con-

ducted by Bryan Fairfax. It was largely Robert Simpson who instigated the 30 October 1966 perform-

ance at the Royal Albert Hall conducted by Sir Adrian Boult. Ed.



Ex. 7

I just said now that Berlioz wanted to show that he could, on occasion, outdo

anybody in spectacular theatricalism. By this I didn’t mean that he was often

tempted to strive after facile effect. If he gloated unashamedly when one of his

more shattering pieces caused violent reactions, his glee was half ironic. His writ-
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ings leave no doubt of his contempt for the Parisian public’s incessant demand for

novelty and sensation, and he found his deepest satisfaction in the response of the

more sober German audiences and musicians. That he was influenced by the fash-

ions of his day and place is due to his own instinct for the dramatic and also to his



intense desire to make an impact on the public. It must not be forgotten that the

fashions of Berlioz’s time had at least some basis in the reality of public demand;

those who would now think of Berlioz as an iconoclast and an ‘experimenter’ who

can be dragged into any argument for kicking over the traces would do well to

remember that the queerest and most formless of his works, such as Lélio, are the

conformist, fashionable ones. The musico-dramatic farrago was as modish among

the arty-intellectuals then as, say, serialism is now. Almost the only examples of it

to survive are those by Berlioz and they have to be resuscitated occasionally sim-

ply because of the genius that lies imprisoned in them. I’m inclined to think that

the long neglect of Berlioz (especially in France) was due, not to any peculiar eccen-

tricity in his work as a whole, but to scattered evidence that he subscribed to a fash-

ion which, like most, quickly became outdated. Therefore his work, except for iso-

lated instances like the Symphonie fantastique and a few brilliant overtures, was no

longer of much interest. To me, the interesting thing is this: the intellectual fashions

of Berlioz’s time were superficial but tolerably popular with the public, and Berlioz

the profound traditionalist was obscured by his own sporadic attempts to treat

with them. Now that the bulk of his contemporaries’ fashionable works are for-

gotten, there remain only a few oddities by Berlioz himself, and these are, mistak-

enly, supposed to mark him as a great innovator or musical revolutionary. Our

present-day brave revolutionaries (who, whether they realize it or not, are only

making pretty patterns with the tattered shreds of exploded romanticism) have got

it into their heads, bless them, that in order to be ‘progressive’ they must form their

own tight little nuclear note-splitting club which, abetted by its teams of tame crit-

ics all over Western Europe, shall promote anything that smacks, or has apparent-

ly smacked in the past, for the ‘new’, the disconcerting. Hence the recent increase

in performances of Berlioz, Janácek, Mahler, Schoenberg, and others. So perhaps it

isn’t quite such an ill wind after all – at least we can now hear some of this music.

To understand the real Berlioz, we must perceive that he’s neither revolu-

tionary nor conservative, that he’s essentially a realist. His paramount aim is to

make contact with his listeners. His deeply realistic attitude is shown even by his

descriptions of the effects of music in physical terms; as an ex-medical student his

accounts of his own musical experiences are amusingly almost gruesome in their

accurate observation of the behaviour of his own stomach, nerves, heart and liver.

It’s the acuteness of his feeling and imagination in this special way that enables

him to achieve so immense a range of expression, from the most exquisite refine-

ment to the most massive, explosive assault on the listener. His extreme sensitivi-

ty caused him great suffering and resulted in a sense of loneliness that never left

him and became, perhaps, the prevailing current in his music; it also gave him an

extraordinary sense of the dramatic, at least in purely musical matters. This brings

me to the question of Berlioz as an opera composer.

Berlioz was as sensitive to words as he was to music. His literary skill was

marked, and shows that he was fascinated not only by Shakespeare but by the
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drama generally, that poetry and imagery meant much to him. But he always felt

the music that exists in words themselves, and this is perhaps the key to his prob-

lems as an operatic composer. He was rarely able to absorb his literary ideas fully

into the flow of his music, and was consequently unable to demonstrate the essen-

tial difference between opera and spoken drama. His operas are literary tableaux

set to music, and are not fundamentally different in conception from, say, his

Roméo et Juliette Symphony, L’enfance du Christ, or La damnation de Faust.

It was probably his complete and enviably naïve absorption in the experience

of listening to a spoken drama that prevented him from sufficient detachment to

analyse its true nature; and the musician in him was fired to uncritical activity. The

forms of Berlioz’s operas are, on the face of it, preposterous. The first act of Les

Troyens à Carthage, for example, consists mostly of noble formal closes, musically

speaking. The chorus of Carthaginians, magnificent though it is as a song, is typi-

cal of this dangerous tendency to a massively static formality that tends to reduce

the dramatic interest of the act.

Ex. 8
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Of course, the first act of Les Troyens à Carthage isn’t really a beginning, and

must properly be regarded as an interlude in a larger conception. Berlioz, howev-

er, is so concerned to set the Carthaginian atmosphere for the arrival of Aeneas that

he tends to overdo the formal ceremonies; he was never happy in ceremonial mat-



ters, unless there was some intensely moving cause. If he could write a funeral

symphony for fallen warriors (as he did) the result was both formal and deeply

affecting, but when he has to provide pleasant ballet music for the entertainment

of an as yet serenely undisturbed queen, the music betrays his lack of interest. But

in the second act, when Dido is feeling the first stirrings of love for Aeneas, Berlioz

provides, for the entertainment of them both, some unusually passionate ballet

music. There is now a genuine human situation, concerned with persons, and the

music reflects it:

Ex. 9
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This music, incidentally, is preceded by a short instrumental treatment of the

Carthaginian song that shows what miracles of sound Berlioz could conjure from

a few instruments. This sort of thing makes one wonder how Cecil Forsyth, author

of a huge tome on orchestration, could have said ‘the average student nowadays

orchestrates rather better than Berlioz’.4

4 Cecil Forsyth, Orchestration, London 1914, 2nd edition 1935. The note relating to Forsyth was deleted in

the broadcast. Ed.



Ex. 10
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Nothing more original, nothing less sensational could be imagined, and this

little piece is thoroughly typical of the classic restraint of the whole of Berlioz’s Tro-

jan drama, even when he becomes as hot-blooded as Verdi, as he does towards the

end of the third act. The last three acts of Les Troyens are, in fact, real opera, because

Berlioz has at last been able to regulate the pace of the stage drama with the flow

of his musical inspiration. At the end, the impression is that, despite some faulty

construction, Les Troyens is one of the greatest musical works ever created for the

theatre. When we listen to Berlioz’s operas we should remind ourselves that had

he called La damnation de Faust an opera it would have received severer criticism

than it has. But Faust stands secure, despite its curiously haphazard shape, and it

is nearly all marvellous music. So are Benvenuto Cellini and Béatrice et Bénédict.

I’ve remarked that Berlioz was never happy in cold ceremonial music; but he

doesn’t usually succeed at the other extreme either. His writings are full of humour

and biting wit, but when he tries to make musical digs at the hated academics, the

joke sometimes bounces back at him; the introduction of the hack musician

Somarone into Béatrice et Bénédict is a mistake and disrupts the work. Nevertheless,

Berlioz’s music often shows a much subtler, more genuinely mordant humour than

this. Everyone knows the brilliant woodwind passage at the end of the Minuet of

the Will o’ the Wisps in La damnation de Faust:

Ex. 11



Now this mercurial passage is a madly speeded-up version of Mephistophe-

TONIC 14 (2004)26



TONIC 14 (2004) 27



les’ Serenade; the fact that it precedes the serenade strikes me forcibly as a form of

wit that is absolutely unique and indescribable. Berlioz wasn’t the analytical type

of composer, and thematic derivations with him usually have some obvious extra-

musical point. I suspect that a lot of Berlioz would reduce Functional Analysis to

the condition of Unfunctional Paralysis, but he loved nothing better than to thumb

his nose at clever people.

Ex. 12
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They say it’s lucky to find a four-leafed clover, but I’ve rarely heard of anybody

finding one by actually looking for it. Your chances of coming across one are slight-

ly improved if you happen to be an observant person, and you can become obser-

vant by training your own faculties. But however observant you may become, your

hopes of finding a four-leafed clover are still pretty slim. It’s an odd fact that many

of the greatest discoveries have been virtually stumbled upon – but usually by peo-

ple whose minds were in a condition to perceive them, who by training and incli-

nation were looking in the right direction. However, the moment of revelation has

seldom been coldly calculated – in art, never. But we can at least try to look in the

right direction, and this is what I want to talk about.

First of all, let’s get one thing straight. To vituperate against other intelligent

people who don’t share your views is no way of presenting a positive outlook – to

say that certain kinds of music are ‘impossible to listen to’ is merely to expose your

own weaknesses. Plenty of music is difficult to listen to, plenty of it far too easy,

but none of it (however bad or apparently contemptible) is impossible. Something

can be learnt by the most intelligent and musical among us from listening really

hard, even to Baa-baa black sheep. So it seems to me that we are more likely to get

somewhere by thinking in positive terms, rather than in those negative ones that

seem to be causing so much argument at the moment. Composing is, after all, a

form of positive creative action in which one doesn’t have to run away from any-

thing. So it’s no use self-consciously avoiding this, eschewing that, abolishing this,

excluding that. If humanity had never anything to say, we should all still be dumb

– language would never have been invented. It follows that only the positive fact

of having something urgent to say can produce genuinely vital expression, what-

ever form it takes. To many of you, this may seem a truism, but there are those to

whom it is not, who would rather think it a kind of heresy. To them it is, to put it

bluntly, an unfashionable point of view. Let’s take a look at the present situation of

the arts.

We’re living in an age increasingly dominated by science. It’s commonplace

to remark that science is affecting almost every aspect of human thought, that it’s

caused a profound change in every single person it’s touched, the simplest of

labourers as much as the most complicated intellectual. At the same time, a ruth-

less commercialism is deliberately fostering public philistinism. The artist falls to a

confused defensive position, and a great schism is created. What is especially sig-

nificant is the bewildering speed at which these changes are happening. The unin-

ROBERT SIMPSON
COMPOSING (1959)



telligent fellow scarcely notices this and settles down comfortably in front of his

‘telly’. Intelligent and sensitive people, less content, less stable, tend to become

either distraught and angry or so bedevilled by conformist sophistication that they

can be easily betrayed into mistaking the wildest nonsense for serious fact. It

wouldn’t be difficult for a scientific specialist to gull an audience of intelligent lay-

men into the momentary acceptance of fantastic rubbish. In art, where matters of

opinion are so much more treacherous, we are all in a sense laymen, and can, if we

wish, gull each other to our hearts’ content. One scientific miracle follows another,

anything seems possible. Therefore anything is plausible, and a frequent reaction

to the most uproariously obvious drivel is ‘there might be something in it’. It’s curi-

ously revealing to notice that whereas in past periods the creative geniuses, the

great exceptions, have, by the subtlety and originality of their minds, often set

problems for their audiences, we are nowadays (if this is the criterion) all genius-

es, crawling on our hands and knees, groping after four-leafed clovers and bang-

ing our heads together. What’s more, some of us do it with our eyes shut and with

thick gloves on. The latest artistic sophistries would exclude the imagination

(which is the eyes and sense of touch by which we might be looking for the clover),

except as an afterthought – the haphazard is the thing – chuck the paint at the can-

vas, devise an arithmetical scheme for your composition, and then see what it looks

and sounds like. To my mind, the one great difference between art and anti-art is

whether the imagination is exercised before or after the act. Turning specifically to

music, it is just as haphazard to devise an arithmetical scheme before considering

the sounds it will produce as it is to sling half-a-dozen cans of paint at a canvas or

to ride over a mess of pottage on a bike. If you want to do this, fair enough; but

even if you solemnly contemplate the result and let it wreak its utmost on your

imagination, you mustn’t call it art. Art is doing something imaginative, not pas-

sively imagining you have done something.

This brings me to another point – that really great art will be something

beyond its immediate intention. You take one of the greatest symphonies or quar-

tets by Haydn – what were his intentions in writing them? Presumably to satisfy

himself in the first place and satisfy his audience – which he knew –, and he was

very keen on being a good workman you know. What comes of it, the mind behind

it is so remarkable, so fine that we get a sense of something quite beyond that when

we listen to it, just as we do if we listen to Tristan we get a feeling that this is some-

thing beyond, Tristan because it is so magnificently composed and on the other

hand you can get a composer whose intentions are so sublime, who wants knock

you flat with some gigantic section and who simply fails because he isn’t a good

enough composer. He may imagine it’s inside him, or he may feel it very intense-

ly, but he may still not have the capacity to express it.

Deryck, you talk about awe and mystery, and you use the word religious. I

don't think that the two things are necessarily the same. I feel awe and mystery, I’m

often awe struck and overcome with this sense, but I don’t interpret it in a religious
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sense. If I look at a mountain I’m awe struck, if I look at any great manifestation of

nature, the stars, I contemplate everything, I’m awe struck. I think it’s fantastic, it’s

mysterious, it’s colossal, and when I hear some of Bruckner’s music, when I hear

Beethoven’s music and Bach’s music I get the same feeling. Now obviously this has

not necessarily anything to do with the composer’s particular beliefs – it’s to do

with something in the nature of his music itself. If I look at a mountain it strikes

awe into me; now a mountain has no feelings, a mountain is just something, and it

has this effect on me, it evokes in me the feeling. Now a great work of Bruckner, a

great work of Beethoven’s is in a similar sense a manifestation of nature and it

affects me in this way, and so I don’t necessarily need to say that it speaks to me of

things that are outside, beyond these senses, it’s something that strikes me as

tremendous and magnificent. Also I think this sense of mystery and sublimity

that’s another and that’s frightfully difficult to define, sublimity, is created when

an artist tries to impose some sort of order on his sense of mystery. The reason why

the opening of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is so mysterious and so tremendous

is that the sense of order to create together with the mystery is so powerful, so

wonderfully creative the way in which the rhythm accelerates, builds up to

absolute precision the main theme. Now, we get this same thing with Bruckner, not

with such greatness but the same basic principle behind him, we get the harmonies

evolving a steady slow grand way from this movement, we get something akin to

the sense when we think of the movement of the earth, we think of the movement

of the planets and this vastness, we also get from it perhaps something like the

grandeur of the mountain scenery, in Austria, I mean these things can all come to

mind and I don’t see why it’s necessary to postulate some enormous figment of the

imagination to justify it.1 

There are two other ways in which science has influenced music. The first of

them concerns music perhaps rather more damagingly than the other arts. Science

has provided us with an immense variety of new materials – take, for instance, the

field of ‘plastics’, which has supplied a range of useful items from stockings to

buildings. Every week some new ‘plastic’ material is put in front of our bedazzled

eyes. We become fascinated. Technologists devise new formulae out of which

exciting new substances spring like corks out of bottles. These materials are meant

to be used for specific purposes, and their properties are calculated in advance to

suit whatever object is at hand. A new ‘plastic’ substance – designed, say, for an

especially formidable set of false teeth – must have certain characteristics. It must

be tough enough to crack nuts, yet not so rigid that it will hurt the mouth in the

process. The technologist will work it all out beforehand and if his prognostica-

tions are based on sound chemistry the right stuff will emerge. Its ‘texture’ as well

as its other properties must be right – that’s to say it must feel right. But the ‘feel’

of it cannot be calculated in chemical terms. Now the mere production of new tex-

1 The last two paragraphs were taken from Bruckner and metaphysics. Ed.



tures in this way is a fascinating game in itself, and we are all interested in it. But

it has led to some strange situations in the arts, especially in music. For a long time

now it’s been fashionable to cry after new ‘textures’ in sound. What these new ‘tex-

tures’ are for, no one seems to know – they are just ‘textures’. But they aren’t even

that, since if music is a process in time (which I for one think it is) it can’t very well

process, in the strictest sense of the term, so static a thing as a ‘texture’. We use

these terms loosely until they cease to mean much, yet we still go on repeating

them as slogans. Perhaps that’s why they are slogans. Alastair Sim had the last

word on the subject, when he described words as ‘the anodyne for the pain of

thinking’. But to stick to the point; assuming that the musician’s use of the word

isn’t entirely meaningless, it’s no use looking for new ‘textures’ unless you know

what you want to say with them. If you know this, you needn’t worry about tex-

ture because – whatever it is – it will emerge naturally as but one of many proper-

ties of the music, always, of course, provided that you are a talented composer. If

you are not, you still don’t need to worry about it, since nothing you can do will

help matters anyway. Texture is only one aspect of form, and since in all art, good

and bad, form and content are the same thing, you can’t achieve one without the

other. I find that if I sometimes carelessly use the word ‘texture’ about music, what

I really mean by it is the surface ‘feel’ of the music. If you are genuinely imagining

music and trying to get it down on paper in symbols that are for no other purpose

than to represent the sounds in your imagination, you are expressing human feel-

ings in music. If, like the technologists, without sensuous preconceptions, you are

chasing new materials, new textures, new sounds, just for their own sakes, you’re

in serious trouble, for you’ll fail utterly to find a new means of expression without

something vital to express. If you’re content with the attitude that says ‘music

expresses nothing, only itself’, you are voluntarily eliminating yourself, a human

being, from the argument, cutting the ground from under your own feet. You may,

in a feeble way, dig up some intriguing noise that might, in its turn, release some

great artist’s humane imagination into vast new fields where you could never hope

to follow him. If so, you’ll have served your purpose. But I doubt if very many

artists consciously think of themselves in so humble a light. If you insist on rele-

gating yourself in this way, at least, at least, try to hear, imagine, and feel (not cal-

culate by pseudo-scientific means) what you are going to do. I’m certain that many

would-be composers fail to fulfil even this most elementary obligation. When, as

recently, a young composer conducting a rehearsal of his own work can remain

blissfully unaware of the fact that one of the players is maliciously transposing the

whole of his part, something is wrong somewhere, and not only in the orchestra.

Nowadays a lot of people are pretending to compose who, in Bach’s or Haydn’s

time, would have been watch-makers, gunsmiths, or, on Sundays, finding an out-

let for their musical talents, organ-blowers.

The other point concerning science is this; during the past forty years the

branch of scientific research that has most influenced other fields of sensitive
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thought is the ever deeper penetration into the microcosmic. The secrets of atomic

physics have been revealed beyond the capacity of the senses to appreciate them –

hence the average intelligent man’s somewhat woolly idea of the ‘insubstantiality’

of matter – ‘insubstantial’ meaning simply ‘unfeelable’, ‘unseeable’, ‘inaudible’ –

beyond the reach of the crude senses. All this has, I believe, had an effect on artis-

tic minds (which are quick to react to or even anticipate climates of thought and to

create analogies to them). While science has so enlarged its frontiers, the scope of

art has dwindled, and many artists have sifted themselves by a process of frag-

mentation that is superficially analogous but hopelessly unrealistic. Some pes-

simists might think that with ‘the discovery of the single note’ we have reached the

point of no return from the padded cell of incomprehensible insubstantiality,

creeping hypersensitivity, and phoney subtlety. My view, however, is that there is

no need for pessimism. We may have reached the nadir but it is not a point of no

return (except for those who have actually got stuck there). Science is at present

opening out a new prospect – the exploration of space. This could bring with it a

new climate of thought, more expansive and adventurous, perhaps more heroic,

arising out of human action as well as mere introspection. At the same time any-

thing artistic that’s been discovered in the last few decades will remain, available

at the service of a larger, more genuinely human purpose. Really objective art is an

analytical criticism of life, not a mere reflection of science. If, as most of us hope,

war recedes into the past and a long period of comparatively peaceful stability lies

ahead, it could well be that artists will be more outward-looking, less circumspect,

more willing to accept the macrocosmic implications of their work than to cringe

and avoid, to exclude, to abolish. Hans Keller observed to me the other day that the

human mind is always quicker to recognise pleasant facts about itself than

unpleasant ones. This is probably true, and is borne out by at least some aspects of

musical history. Beethoven, for the first time in music, laid bare facts about human

nature that had been seemingly too unpalatable to be ingredients in a pleasing

entertainment. All great composers, in all periods, have hinted at them, but

Beethoven was perhaps the first to insist upon them. But he did so only as an

aspect of a larger, more universal, objective vision, fundamentally hopeful. After

him lesser mortals confused the issue – pessimistic egotism concentrated avidly

upon the seamier side of things, and in the first twenty or thirty years of this cen-

tury the arts began to incur the almost unwitting loathing even of many of their

own practitioners. This process has gone on, but instead of putting the hateful

despair and triviality into the perspective of a larger vision that would give them

meaning, many would-be artists are deliberately and fatally ignoring the miserable

nature of what their work actually pays and gibbering over its mere lifeless mate-

rials. This is one of the processes that has led us to ‘the discovery of the single note’.

I expect certain people will call me naïve because I’m oversimplifying all this – but

since it is my view that the paralysis of many artists arises simply from a fear of

being called naïve by their intellectual cronies and critics, I shan’t mind that too
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much. It would seem to me naïve to be pre-occupied by limiting one’s awareness

to a mere fraction of what one is capable of seeing – like a beautiful woman going

cross-eyed because of a pimple on her nose. I believe it was Carlyle who said that

after many years of wondering whether or not to accept the Universe, he finally

decided he’d better. At that moment he was a real artist. 

As you’ll have divined from all that I’ve so far said, music is for me a matter

of acceptance – acceptance of all the resources that are available, consonance, dis-

sonance, melody, rhythm, harmony, tonality, atonality, instruments, voices, – all

these things and more. But they have to be imagined vividly and with strength of

mind. They are there to flow through the imagination, and none of them have any-

thing to do with arbitrary systems of composition or empty theories of construc-

tion. I don’t care a damn whether a composer is a serialist, an atonalist, or what-

ever fancy name he cares to call himself (or gets called, more often, by other

people), any more than I care whether a composer uses the piano to help his ear (I

don’t use it, often, but Haydn did, and who am I to say he was cheating?). I am

interested in the validity of what a composer is actually saying and the skill and

judgment with which he controls what arises spontaneously from his mind’s ear.

Most of all, I’m profoundly concerned about the human attitude his music reveals

to me – it’s important to me that he should say ‘yes’ to life, not ‘no’. Don’t ask me

how I can tell which he is saying, because I’m not always sure myself and the issue

isn’t always obvious – but when in doubt I’m inclined to assume it’s ‘no’. ‘Yes’ is

more often unmistakable, whether the expression is tragic or comic. The right sort

of tragedy can say ‘Yes’ and the wrong sort of comedy can say ‘no’. If its creator is

undazzled and farsighted, it will, whatever its subject, fulfil what seems to me a

fundamental purpose of great art, to create confidence in the fact of living, grow-

ing, developing. Only such art is, to me, truly exciting; other kinds may provide

momentary sensuous stimulation, passing morbid fascination, or real pleasure, but

confidence in our own human potentialities is what really keeps us going, and it’s

always regenerated by great music. These values have nothing to do with being

‘up-to-date’, or trailing after the latest Dior of music, foisting timped-up individu-

ality on your audience. There has never been a more dangerous fallacy than that

uttered by Sir Winston Churchill in his advice to Lady Violet Bonham Carter on

public speaking: ‘The most important thing is who you are, next, how you say it,

and last and least, what you say.’ The deeper values are true for all times and all

arts and anyone with real gifts who cherishes them will never be merely contem-

porary – which is, to quote Hans Keller again, to be temporary. The real values are

what a true artist should aim at: to fail to do so, if you have a talent, is a betrayal,

at worst cynical and at best just messing about. But far worse than even this failure

is to hold forth without any intention of saying anything whatever, whether the so-

called style you are pottering and tinkering with is Continental, English, Ruritan-

ian or Lilliputian.
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