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EDITORIAL 

The task of writing my first editorial contribution to Tonic was never going to be easy. The 
prospect of following in John Pickard ' s footsteps and of approaching the consistently high 
standard he has set for this journal in his six years at the helm is daunting enough in itself, 
and no doubt all who have enjoyed his incisive and witty editorials, his impressive 
contributions to the journal, and his immaculate presentation of other people ' s, will join me 
in thanking and congratulating him for his work and wishing him every success in his 
compositional future. Added to this challenge is the heavy sense of loss, shared no doubt 
by many readers, following Simpson' s death in November last year. I deeply regret never 
having had the privilege of meeting Bob Simpson-we had only one long and energetic 
telephone conversation in 1996. Yet if we may believe Hans Keller when he wrote of 
Simpson that "the man and the music remain one in the words and the notes," then perhaps 
the many admirers of his work whose acquaintance, like my own, is "only" with the music 
can claim to know and to value something of the humanity that lies behind it. To us, it is 
these words and notes that are his enduring legacy. 

Volume Nine is a tribute to Robert Simpson. The second issue, due to be published 
in the Spring, will feature memorial contributions from musicians, friends, and admirers, 
gathered together especially for Tonic . The present issue consists of one single, rather 
large-Simpson would probably say "comprehensive" -item. In 1981 , the year of 
Simpson' s sixtieth birthday, Julian Budden conducted a series of interviews with the 
composer on the BBC World Service. Wide-ranging in their subject matter and revealing of 
Simpson ' s personal and artistic aims, these nine conversations are presented here in full , 
preserving as much of their informal style as possible. This has been something of a team 
effort . Initially transcribed by Dick Edwards, slight alterations had been made by Martin 
Anderson, and by Simpson himself, before the transcripts arrived on my doorstep . I have 
merely added the finishing touches to an already well-advanced project. Minimal editing has 
occasionally been called for, in the act of turning speech into printed text. Punctuation, for 
instance, is always a matter of imaginative interpretation in such a process, and in the 
interests of readability and of establishing these conversations as a durable, printed 
document it seemed preferable not to reproduce them in a rigidly "authentic" way. Some 
sentences have been tightened up syntactically, for example, and occasional monosyllabic 
"padding," common to everyday speech but clearly out of place in printed text, has been 
dispensed with. Nothing of any substance has been removed, I promise, and I hope that any 
readers who remember hearing the interviews and who might have preferred a more exact 
translation, coughs and all, will forgive our minor interventions. 

That confessed, it will be clear that the personality of Robert Simpson comes across 
very strongly throughout the interviews, not least in the manner of his argument and the 
depth of his convictions. Familiar subjects emerge: the challenge of symphonic 
composition, the importance for Simpson of tonality as a central concept (that term being, 
it seems to me, preferable to "language" in the case of his music), the politics of state 
sponsorship of the arts, as well as some fascinating insights into music broadcasting. 

More specific, personal ideas are also dealt with. Although music has been 
discussed in terms of natural "organicism" since the first half of the nineteenth century (a 
mode of description that, however problematic, continues to be of use), Simpson takes this 
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a stage further, comparing all art, and the act of artistic creation itself, to biological 
processes. "Somehow what we produce comes out of ourselves and is an analogy to us," 
he says, and it is clear to all familiar with Simpson's music that the illusion of "organic" 
proliferation is one of his central aesthetic concerns. In addition, the importance or 
otherwise of originality in composition is a subject that appears more than once in the 
course of these conversations. Clearly another issue about which Simpson feels very 
strongly, this one crops up no fewer than three times, the third in the midst of a discussion 
about national identity in contemporary music. 

Simpson also tackles the complex matter of authenticity in performance, insisting 
that for a truly "authentic" experience, any period-instrument performer would also have to 
provide the listener with a "period pair of ears." To that one might add that the "authentic" 
movement of recent decades, rather than constituting an objective, interpretatively neutral 
reconstruction of a bygone performance style, remains inescapably a practice rooted in the 
present, a reflection of twentieth-century Neue Sachlichkeit, just as historically contingent, 
just as contemporary a manner of interpretation, as was the much-criticized 
"romanticization" of the classics in the nineteenth century. Simpson is equally critical of this 
kind of "Wagnerian" overscoring, and he advocates a compromise: maintaining the modern 
instruments "which we are conditioned to appreciate," while reducing the size of the 
orchestra to that of, for instance, Beethoven' s time. Such steps have been taken, of course, 
and the chamber orchestra is today a familiar ensemble, although it is perhaps not being too 
cynical to observe the role played in this shrinkage by the severe crisis in orchestral funding . 
"Authenticity," one suspects, has forced itself upon modem performance practice for 
reasons of economics as well as scholarly awareness. 

Most surprisingly of all , even pop music is discussed in these interviews. Simpson is 
fiercely condemning of this, as one might expect, sweepingly describing all pop enthusiasts 
as "pathetic victims of commercial exploitation' ' Perhaps we might reflect that just the 
same could be said of many fans of classical music, in these days of classical top-tens, 
Classic FM, and Brian Kay ' s Sunday Morning, but this is just as huge and impossible a 
subject to deal with here as is that of Simpson' s particular reasons for rejecting pop music 
out of hand: that it has "no vitality whatsoever," and that it does not "communicate" 
anything. Music for Simpson must not only encourage "flights of imagination" (something 
he maintains pop music cannot achieve), it must also engender progressive "thought. " The 
power of music to "communicate" in any specific sense remains a focus of heated debate in 
musicological circles, although it is obvious that the impression of nonverbal discourse in 
Simpson' s own music is particularly strong. Thus these interviews arrive, by an 
astonishingly unexpected route, at another striking characteristic of Simpson ' s musical 
aesthetic. 

Given the necessary limits of the World Service conversations, and the intriguing 
nature of much of their subject matter, it is perhaps to be hoped that the implications of 
some of these issues may be discussed more fully in subsequent editions of this journal. But 
that is for the future. In the mean time, for these stimulating and eminently entertaining 
interviews I must thank Julian Budden (for his kind permission to edit and publish them) 
and Lionel Pike (for bringing them to my attention in the first place); and, as always, 
sincere gratitude is due to Bob Hill, for his energies and talents in the typesetting and 
distribution department. 

Simon Phillippo 
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THE COMPOSER SPEAKS: 
ROBERT SIMPSON IN CONVERSATION WITH JULIAN BUDDEN 

I 

Is the Symphony Dead? 

Julian Budden ( JB) Bob, quite a lot of people say nowadays that the symphony is dead. 
What do you think of that proposition? 

Robert Simpson (RS) Well, for a start, I don't really know of anybody who is able to write 
symphonies who says that the symphony is dead, which does seem to me rather significant. 
I think that most of the people who say that it is dead are those who don't want to write 
symphonies-either that or they can't. (I wouldn't like to be uncharitable and say that they 
can't, but obviously they don't want to.) It's not really very fair to tell the rest of us that the 
symphony is dead and we are not to write them. I regard the symphony as an enormous 
challenge, as it always seems to have been ever since it became the most highly organized 
form of orchestral music; and since the time of Haydn and Mozart, and then Beethoven, of 
course, we regard the symphony as the greatest challenge that any composer can face. 

JB Do you think it is capable, then, of absorbing the various modern techniques, some 
of the very revolutionary avant-garde techniques of today? 

RS Yes, I think it can absorb anything. On the other hand, I think we must be very 
careful of what we actually say about techniques because, in a way, when you compose 
there is no such thing as technique: there's only imagination. The technique lies in actually 
putting down on paper what you have imagined, and that is sometimes very difficult, 
especially if the ideas are not very conventional. One must not put the technique first, one 
must put the imagination first. Large-scale conception of a symphony may include all kinds 
of things, but at the same time that is what matters, not the technique. 

JB How do you think that the symphony, if you have to define it, actually differs from 
other forms of large-scale composition? Do you think there is something inherently the 
same in all symphonies, from Haydn's and Mozart's time right up to the present day-up 
to your own, for instance? 

RS Yes, I would say that there is something in common in all I would regard as true 
symphonies; that is to say, works which show a high degree of organic growth, 
concentration, and organization, which is something more advanced in conception than, 
say, a piece which is a mosaic, a kind of suite, or a piece of ballet music, where you have 
sections which follow each other but do not necessarily grow into a large-scale organism. I 
would regard a symphony as an analogy to a living organism. 
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JB And its elements, the traditional elements of motive and themes-do they still apply 
today? 

RS In a sense they do, because music consists of recognizable ideas (or at least for me 
it does) , which can then be developed or made to grow into other things, and the whole 
process of composing a symphony is-for me, as with Sibe!ius-to find a germ from 
which the whole thing can grow, like a plant or an animal. 

JB The business of movements is presumably irrelevant; or do you still see symphonies 
as constructed in movements, but not, I supJ?OSe, necessarily? 

RS The old four-movement scheme of the classics doesn't necessarily apply. It didn't 
necessarily apply then. Mozart wrote three-movement symphonies as well as four-
movement symphonies ; he wrote two-movement sonatas, and so did Beethoven. What does 
apply is this principle of organic growth, and also, I would say, a sense of 
comprehensiveness in terms of tempo. If you take a great classical symphony-say, a 
Haydn symphony-it consists of all kinds of different tempi, different movements: there's 
a quick movement, a slow movement, a minuet, a very quick finale . These things together 
form a kind of unity which is very hard to define, but it's there nevertheless, or we 
wouldn't see the piece as a masterpiece. And it's this range of movement which is 
characteristic of a true symphony, so if you write a symphony in one movement it must also 
display this , it must contain this , it must have all these elements organically involved in it. 
The Seventh Symphony of Sibelius is for me the supreme example of the one-movement 
masterpiece. 

JB Can you say who were the chief influences on your own symphonic writing? 

RS Going back, of course, to the classics, it is Beethoven who has always been the 
centre of my world, and then Mozart and Haydn. I love them both enormously and I have 
studied them very much. After Beethoven it's the symphonists who have been least 
involved in the romantic expansionist movement. Bruckner interests me very much 
because it ' s the architectural side of Bruckner which I find stimulating and fascinating, but 
he has never really influenced me very much in my actual music. I would say that it's not 
very Brucknerian. Then after that there's Dvonik, a very fine and neglected symphonist, I 
think, at his best. Then comes Sibelius and Nielsen. 

JB Do you think that tonality is still an important element in the symphony? What is 
your own feeling about tonality, because you certainly haven't abandoned it. 

RS No, and I don't propose to. I think that tonality is a sense which can be modified. 
It ' s a human sense. It can be modified but can't be abolished any more than a sense of 
smell can be abolished, unless you actually lose it physically. Tonality is the result of 
intervals, and the intervals of music are very distinct from each other. The third and fourth 
are quite different; the sixth, the seventh all have different effects. The combinations have 
different effects, their overtones have different effects. All these things produce our sense 
of tonality, and I don't propose to ignore that altogether. I might try and modify it, I might 
have my own way of feeling about it, but I would not go with any composer who says, 
"You must abolish this," "You must get rid of that," or, "Throw that out," because you 

4 TONIC 9/1. 1998 / 



ROBERT SIMPSON IN CONVERSATION WITH JULIAN BUDDEN 

shouldn't throw anything out. Even Schoenberg said that there is still a lot of good music to 
be written in C major, didn't he? 

JB You said that on the whole you stand rather apart from the romantic expansionism 
of the symphony. What do you mean exactly by "romantic expansionism"? 

RS Perhaps "expansionism" wasn't a terribly good word. I was thinking, of course, of 
the fact that nineteenth-century works tend to get larger, and bigger, and slower, and more 
and more aggressive in a personal way. What I mean is the exaggeration of personal 
feelings of the artist: "Here I am, suffering miserably. I am at the centre of a gigantic stage. 
What an appalling world it is! How unhappy I am! It's dreadful!" The artist who satisfies 
me more is the man who says, "Look what I can make out of this, and see what it grows 
into," not worrying too much about what he is saying. You have to want to say something; 
on the other hand, if you think too much in personal terms you're going to go very quickly 
off the rails. What you must think about is the process of creation, and then if you ' ve got 
humanity, if you ' ve got individuality, if you've got real character, that will emerge. 
Whatever you do, it will come out. If you haven't got it, nothing you can do will produce it. 

JB Would you say the architectural element is predominant in your conception of the 
symphony? 

RS Architectural or, if you like, organic. Biological, almost. Art seems to me to be an 
analogy to biology. It couldn ' t exist without biology. Composers produce it, and they are 
biological entities. Somehow what we produce comes out of ourselves and is an analogy to 
us. 

JB Of the composers who are composing symphonies today (and there are several), 
who do you feel most akin to? Tippett, say, or Peter Maxwell Davies, both of whom have 
written symphonies. Do you find much kinship with their way of looking at things? 

RS I feel more kinship with Michar>:l Tippett than with Maxwel1 Davies. I think 
Michael. Tippett has his roots in the classics in a similar way. One of his first great 
enthusiasms was Beethoven; a lot grew out of that, and I feel that in his music. I'm not sure 
that I go along fully with the way some of his later music is composed, in a kind of mosaic 
fashion, it seems to me. Maxwell Davies? Well, I doubt whether he is composing what I 
would regard as true symphonies, in the sense that I am. The person I think is doing so is 
the Dane, Vagn Holmboe, who I think is really very impressive, concentrated, and strong, 
with a tremendous sense of movement and energy. That to me is very positive. 

JB It rather seems as though the symphonic tradition flourishes more m northern 
countries than it does in southern countries. Why? 

RS Perhaps the northern countries are a bit more invigorating-! don't know whether 
that has anything to do with it! It's a very interesting point. This has always been the case, 
hasn't it? There have not been any great Italian symphonists, really, nor any really great 
French ones, except perhaps for Berlioz. 

TONIC 9/1. 1998 5 



THE COMPOSER SPEAKS 

JB Bob, you talked about the tendency towards expansiveness in the nineteenth century 
during the romantic movement. Would you say that today, say in the last twenty years or 
so, the symphonic tradition has shown any particular tendency or characteristic? 

RS We're a bit too close to it to judge it in that way. I would say that I think that the 
definition of the symphony is becoming too loose; people are not being rigorous enough 
intellectually with themselves in defining what they mean by a symphony. For instance, 
you get people calling their works symphonies when they are not necessarily symphonic, 
not in the sense which I mean. And this goes back some time, to the days of Stravinsky's 
"symphonies," which seem to me not fundamentally different from his very brilliant ballet 
music. They are remarkably imaginative works, but I wouldn't regard them as symphonies 
in the sense of being organic. It's this organic feeling which is missing from a lot of 
contemporary music, the power of movement which the classics have. 

II 

The Importance of Authority 

JB Bob, as once a BBC producer yourself, if you were given the score of a work such 
as Stockhausen's Gruppen would you be able to assess its effect? 

RS Yes. It would take some time, of course, because the sounds are very disjunct, 
fragmented. In order to hear them clearly in your own head you would have to spend quite 
a bit of time synthesizing the sound in your head. The process of reading a difficult score is 
a process of synthesis. You have to put it together in your head, and I don't believe 
anybody who says he can do this at sight. It's going to take quite a time. It's a difficult 
business altogether. 

JB And there is the temporal factor, isn't there? How important is that? I mean the fact 
that when you're actually reading a score you are telescoping time to some extent. 

RS In a sense you are, although ideally once you've got the sounds in your head then 
you should try to read it through at tempo. But I should add that with a lot of modem music 
you can't read it at all, because it doesn ' t exist in a notation which we are familiar with. 
Very often it's diagrams, or instructions to the performers to do this or that, with enormous 
elements of chance. Sometimes there aren't even any instructions: the composer (well, we 
call him a composer) just turns up in front of the musicians and gives them verbal 
instructions, tells them what to do. You bang your instrument here, you blow air through 
your trumpet there, you do something else .. and we see what happens. It is anti-art, and 
the composer is literally an anti-artist. 

JB It goes absolutely against all the rules of composition or of artistic creation in any 
form, doesn't it? 
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RS The nature of an art is that it is something you have imagined, not imagining you 
have done something, and if you're going to create something then it seems to me that the 
artist has to be in complete control of it. There is a movement afoot now, and it has been in 
existence for quite a long time, in which composers do not assert this authority over their 
work. Someone like John Cage will say to the audience: "Right, here are some traffic 
noises. You are expected to react to them." Sometimes he wilt-sit at the piano and not play 
at all. He puts a stop-watch on the piano (he's got a piece called 4'33") and he sits at the 
piano with his arms folded, the stop-watch on the piano, and does nothing. On one 
occasion when this happened, in New York, half-way through this period someone called 
out, "Too slow!" That is the sort of reaction which John Cage would say that he wanted to 
evoke. He positively wants the audience to react in some way, no matter what it is, to 
whatever he is doing or not doing. This is a deliberately anti-artistic attitude which is being 
pursued not only in music but in all the other arts as well-the pile of bricks in the Tate 
Gallery in London, and so on. So the skill in score-reading doesn't really apply if you're 
trying to judge something like that. There is nothing to judge, in fact , until it happens. 

That is the great problem in judging a contemporary work, if we confine ourselves 
for the moment to music. This is the first time in history when it is possible to be a 
composer and not be a musician. Now just think about that and you'll see that it is true, 
because if the so-called composer tells a group of artists to do what they like, virtually, he 
can't call himself a musician . In Haydn's time, even if you were a bad composer you had to 
be a musician. Even if you were a boring composer, like ninety-nine percent of eighteenth-
century composers were, you still had to be a very good musician in order to hold down a 
job. You had to know what was what and how to do it. But nowadays it's not really 
necessary to do that. I remember Adrian Boult telling me a story (and you can believe 
anything Adrian Boult tells you-he was the most honest man I have ever met) . He told me 
once that he was conducting or rehearsing a concert consisting entirely of new works, and 
one of the composers came to him and said, "Excuse me, Sir Adrian, but I wonder if you 
would mind taking this a little slower." Adrian turned round and said to him, "I'm sorry, 
but this isn't your piece." What sort of composers are they who get mixed up in this sort of 
situation? 

JB What seems to me so odd is that we have seen in the last hundred years this 
complete, ever-increasing revolution in art away from the accepted, away from convention, 
this continual centrifugal movement, so to speak, from anything that has been established; 
and yet surely the one thing that becomes clear in history and everything else is that human 
nature itself doesn 't change. So what justifies the way art has changed? 

RS Art, of course, naturally reflects to some extent the climate of feeling and opinion 
which exists at a particular time, and that does change, people's habits change, people's 
philosophies change. There are times when one thing is dominant, or something else is, and 
so on. Nineteenth-century music is different from sixteenth-century music for reasons that 
we can see pretty clearly. The difficulty is, when we are right in the middle of it, to detach 
ourselves from it sufficiently to be able to say what it is saying or reflecting. But there is 
this tendency now to deny art. I remember one composer telling me that the B-minor Mass 
was something which one shouldn't bother with now, that performing the B-minor Mass 
was like switching on some gigantic machine. You switch it on and there it goes; you can't 
stop it until it gets to the end. He said that we want something much more spontaneous 
than that now. 
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JB Certainly civilization has changed. It does seem to me that the kind of avant-garde 
movement we're talking about does posit a different relation of the artist to his audience 
such as I don't think has ever existed. 

RS No, it never has, because for one thing a certain degree of competence has always 
been demanded by the audience, and it isn't now. Everybody arrives in a state of curiosity, 
to see what is going to happen, including the composer. I remember another story I can tell 
you, about an avant-garde concert in New York in which the composers appeared on the 
platform after each piece to answer questions from the audience. One composer appeared, 
and a man in the audience said to him, "Tell me, if you heard that piece without being told 
what it was, would you recognize it as your own?" The composer was absolutely furious: 
"How dare you suggest that? How dare you suggest that I would recognize it? Of course I 
would not recognize it! How dare you suggest that?!" And he carried on quite alarmingly 
for some time. Then the man in the audience said to him, "In that case, why is it you 
standing there answering questions and not somebody else?" 

JB There is no answer to that, surely? 

RS There is no answer to that, and there's absolutely no answer to the whole question 
of where it is all going-unless one says that it's going nowhere, which is probably a fair 
and reasonable guess. 

JB Do you find that there is any evidence of a kind of reaction against this extremely 
radical turning-upside-down of all previously accepted artistic canons? 

RS Yes, I think that there is a little turn of the tide at the moment. Some of the younger 
composers are beginning to move away from this completely irrational attitude. They fall 
into another danger, which is to go back too consciously to romanticism. We are getting a 
slightly squashy kind of romanticism appearing in the work of some of the younger 
composers. I won't mention their names because I don't want to knock anybody, but this is 
a tendency which I see as perhaps just as dangerous, in its way. 

JB Would you say that generally there is in modem music a tehdency which hadn't 
existed before-I'm not only talking about this kind of movement back to romanticism-to 
feed on the past in its own particular way? I am thinking for example of Stravinsky' s 
music, which to some extent, I suppose, cannibalizes earlier works, and of composers like 
Webern, who drew a great deal of inspiration from Schiedt, or Schi.itz. 

RS Yes, I think that's true; but these things happen rather selfconsciously, don't they? 
For instance, Stravinsky's neoclassicism-this picking-up of bits of Pergolesi and those 
sort of things and turning them into a sort of contemporary confection, imitating the old 
concerto grosso-is very selfconscious, and although it produces interesting and rather 
fascinating results it doesn't really have any organic substance in it. The only way to 
discover what there is in the past is to know it intimately from the inside; to discover, for 
instance, what it is that makes Beethoven's symphonies tick, not trying to imitate their 
mannerisms or their style. Stravinsky's experiment with neoclassicism is fascinating, and it 
will stand there as something which is always worth considering, but it isn't very organic. 
He didn't really learn very much from Pergolesi and Bach and all these other composers. 
He simply learned a few tricks to superimpose on it, on the surface of it, whereas I think 
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what one should try and do is try to find out how it is that a Bach fugue functions, what it is 
that makes it grow; and then to try to take one's own language and make it grow in 
fundamentally the same way, although in a way which may not be in any way recognizably 
connected with Bach. 

JB So pastiche has never been something which has attracted you? 

RS No, not at all , not at all. 

m 
Why Write Music Today? 

JB We talked previously about the difficulty of assessing modern music from the 
printed score, from what composers have actually written down. Can we this time proceed 
roughly in the same direction? That is to say, we have talked about certain types of music 
which don 't seem to communicate anything at all; can we now raise the question : what is 
really the point of composing music today? Can music be justified in terms of 
contemporary society, in the way that it has been for the past centuries? 

RS Music can be justified, otherwise I wouldn't attempt to write any, but it is a very 
difficult question to answer, this relationship of the artist to society. As society changes, so 
the artist changes . Everything changes, but ultimately we write music because we've got 
that kind of "kink." It's difficult now, particularly difficult, because the human race is now 
in a situation where it can destroy itself, for the first time in history, and this is confusing 
and frightening to everyone. They say the arts reflect their times . I think the arts ought 
rather to improve their times, not merely reflect them. People need music, they need the 
stimulus of music. I think in every society this happens . In the most primitive societies (of 
which ours is probably one) music is absolutely necessary. 

Since the nineteenth century, when romanticism got in the ascendant and the 
Industrial Revolution was taking place, things have changed very fast, and artists have 
become more and more inclined to express their own personal feelings at the expense of 
everything else. This meant that artists were constantly trying to be different from one 
another, and when everyone's trying to be different from everyone else, you know what 
happens: in the end they all seem the same. This is what is happening today, because 
everybody's desperately trying to do something original and different, to get into the news , 
as it were, in these days when getting into the news is the only way of achieving any kind 
of notoriety, or any kind of prominence or distinction. Artists will do literally almost 
anything to achieve this, and so we get them all sounding the same. 

JB Am I right in thinking that you are implying that this is really a consequence of the 
romantic attitude? 

RS Yes, it is a consequence of the collapse, the inevitable collapse, of the cult of 
personality, if you like to use a cliche. It is a consequence of romantic individualism carried 
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to its logical extreme. In the end you get everything blown up and smashed to fragments; 
you get people making patterns on the floor with the fragments. They are not actually 
creating anything, they are just making patterns out of bits. 

JB So that it becomes a problem of communication. 

RS Yes; there very often isn't any. I don't blame audiences for not turning up when 
there is a new work in a concert, because bitter experience has taught them what they might 
possibly expect. The artists and the public are alienated from each other. As a consequence, 
you also get the other extreme of pop music, which is cmde and simple. The pop 
enthusiasts are pathetic victims of commercial exploitation. 

JB But they don ' t, of course, have any problems of communication exactly . . . 

RS What are they communicating? They are not really communicating anything worth 
communicating. They are communicating a beat, they are communicating the crudest 
instincts . These things are not real communication, as I understand the term, between 
developed human beings. 

JB No, they are very primitive. There is very often a kind of incantatory quality about 
pop music, as though it is really going back to the most primitive instincts one has . A 
negation of civilization, in a way. 

RS It is perhaps significant that most pop pieces are in the same tempo. The beat, so 
I've heard it said, is about that of the average human heart, which is the sound that the baby 
first experiences in the womb. It has been suggested that presumably pop music reflects the 
instinct to want to crawl back into the womb, to go back to the original primitive sound. 

JB So it doesn ' t offer you anything? 

RS It doesn't appeal to me. I write music just because (a) I want to, and (b) because I 
feel that it is the only thing I can do really well, and I want to leave something behind me. 
Creating something is defying death, isn ' t it? I resent the thought of dying, I resent the fact 
that life is so short. I want to make the most of it, and I want to survive in some form or 
other. I don't believe in life after death, I am not a religious person, and if I can leave work 
behind, there is at least something for people to say "yes" or "no" to. 

JB You hope also that if you yourself have certain musical beliefs and that your music 
is the result of certain responses-you respond to your own music in a certain way-that 
there will always be other people who will share this response. 

RS Yes, this is the great hope. When you compose, you yourself react to it, and it 
should give you a thrill. If it doesn't give you that thrill, you can't really expect anyone else 
to get it. So it's no good just making patterns on paper; it has to be something that comes 
out of the blood, out of the actual impulse of your life, your living processes. 

JB Equally, would you say that the ideal that Hindemith set himself during the 1930s, 
to write Gebrauchsmusik, "utility music," is pretty well a nonstarter? You take it that the 
music itself must have a social function from which the artist himself is divorced? 
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RS Perhaps Hindemith has been treated just a bit unjustly, because people tend to think 
of Gebrauchsmusik as a cold-blooded utility music; but what Hindemith was really trying 
to do was to get back to the time when artists wrote music for other people, for whatever 
the purpose happened to be. Hindemith, I think, sometimes writes dry music, but at other 
times he writes really quite marvellous music. I wouldn't call Mathis der Maler, for 
instance, Gebrauchsmusik in that sense. 

JB Well no, it expresses a faith; it is very much the expression of ... 

RS .. . a great urge. But I think an artist should be able to try and do whatever someone 
else would like, what someone else needs. He must not be merely selfish. If someone asks 
me for something unusual, I'll try and do it. I had a commission recently for a very weird 
quintet, for clarinet, bass clarinet, and three double basses. 1 I felt the challenge when 
somebody asked me to do this , and so I tried to do it. 

JB You have written several pieces for brass band. Energy, for example, was written 
for an occasion, wasn ' t it? 

RS Yes, that was for the National Brass Band Championships at the Albert Hall in 
London, the annual big event. Energy was the test piece in 1971, and the band that won 
was the G.U.S . Footwear Band, which used to be Munn and Felton's Band. The brass band 
movement is something I was brought up in as a boy, playing a cornet-the first instrument 
I ever learnt to play-so it' s rather in my blood. It 's the most natural , proletarian music-
making that goes on anywhere in the world, I would think, and certainly in this country it is 
developed much more highly than anywhere else in the world. 

JB And this still goes on? 

RS Oh yes, the standard is quite fantastic . If you write a test piece for one of these 
contests the funny thing about it is you never get a chance to hear it. You see, you are not 
allowed near anybody' s rehearsals because they are competing against each other and they 
are not allowed to have the benefit of the composer's advice. You can't go anywhere near, 
and the first time you hear the piece is when you sit in the hall and the first band comes on 
the platform and plays it-and then you get twenty-three performances, which is really 
quite an incredible experience! You don't know what's going to happen, you just don ' t 
know . One after the other, and some of them are marvellous. I was going to say that some 
of them are awful, but none of them is really awful. The standard is really very high. 

JB You don't have to lower your musical sights, your artistic sights, when you're 
writing for them? 

RS No, that would be an insult, I think, to the players concerned. They want to tackle 
absolutely anything. They are all amateurs, of course, but they will tackle anything you 
throw at them. It doesn't matter what it is, how difficult. Indeed, it's supposed to be very 
difficult for a National Brass Band Championship. That particular one in 1971 was the 
World Championship, because they invited foreign bands as well. There was one from 
Denmark, one from New Zealand, for instance. 

1 This work was rescored in 1983 for clarinet, bass clarinet, violin, viola, and cello. 
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JB When you were asked to write this piece, how did you conceive it, in what sort of 
form did you conceive it? 

RS Well, you have got a time limit. A piece for a brass band contest must not be longer 
than ten minutes. It is preferably in one movement rather than more, because in ten minutes 
you had best do something continuous. It has got to be difficult, they expect that; 
something that shows all the facets of brass band technique from start to finish. It starts 
slow, with long, sustained things like a great chorale at the beginning (which tests their 
powers of sustaining harmonies and long notes), and then gradually increases the tempo in 
all ways in the piece, until it's going like the clappers and explodes like a bomb at the end. 
It really shows everything that they can possibly do, so I called the piece Energy. 

JB Has it entered the brass band repertory? 

RS Yes, it gets played. The trouble is, of course, when they play a thing for a contest 
they have been working on it for weeks and they never want to see the damn' thing again! 
So it gets played rather later, when it has settled down, when they have forgotten it for a 
bit. Then they come back to it-we hope! 

IV 

The Question of Originality 

JB Originality has, I suppose, meant different things to different ages. In the eighteenth 
century, for example, it really just meant doing something better than anyone else, not just 
being individual. Nowadays, on the other hand, it seems to be something much more 
extreme. It seems that people put much more of a premium on originality these days. What 
is your own feeling about that? 

RS I think people are inclined to be too selfconscious about it nowadays. Bernard Shaw 
said, didn't he?, that the important thing is not to be the first to do something but to do it 
the best. That has really put it in a nutshell. I think Bach would have agreed with that, 
because Bach never thought of himself as an original composer-in fact, his sons thought 
of him as "old hat." They thought the old duffer really was a marvellous musician but he 
wasn't "with it." And who is it who has survived? It is J. S. Bach rather than his sons. 
There's another quotation I can think of, from Goethe, who said that the genius is the most 
indebted man. That, I think, is also true, because no artist would create anything if he 
hadn't seen or heard other examples of the thing he wants to do. As a musician I wanted to 
compose because I had heard music. It was hearing Beethoven in the first place that made 
me want to be a composer, and I don't believe that if I'd been born in an environment 
where I never heard a note of music I would ever have become a musician. I don't see how 
I could have done. 

JB Also, if we are talking about Bach's time, people had this idea that everything was 
progressing, that the present style was better than yesterday's style, and so forth. Nowadays 
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we don't necessarily subscribe to that opinion. How do you think that affects the question 
of originality? 

RS One of the difficulties that we have now is that we know rather too much music. 
We know far more music than Mozart or Beethoven or Bach knew. They only knew a 
limited amount of music, going back a certain way, not too far back. What their 
contemporaries were doing they knew, but we know the whole of musical history; we can 
consider and spend plenty of time thinking about music from the twelfth century right up to 
the present day. We see it ail written down , we can study it, we hear it on the radio. So the 
difficulty of being original is much more complicated, since the influences which reach you 
are far more diverse. 

JB Does that make it easier to be original, but more difficult to compose? 

RS It probably makes it harder to be original, because there is no standard by which 
your originality can be judged. You see, the originality of Beethoven was judged against a 
very clear-cut background which everyone recognized, and Beethoven himself understood 
it and knew it and was influenced by it. At first his originality, in certain aspects of his 
music, puzzled people, but not in a way in which contemporary music puzzles people. 
People are puzzled now because they just don't understand a damn' thing from start to 
finish. In Beethoven they understood most of it. They found some things a little bit 
worrying, disturbing, startling. Beethoven 's personality was so stroT!g by comparison with 
the average composer of that time. 

JB I suppose what made his originality, or personality, stand out was that there was a 
tradition of accepted "good manners" in music, a definite tradition. When I asked earlier, 
"Does it make it easier to be original but harder to compose," what I was really thinking 
was that when you have a tradition, a common language, rather like that which obtained 
throughout the eighteenth century (the tradition was different at the beginning from that at 
the end), that makes it easier, in a way, for the minor composer to establish himself. A 
minor composer can actually subsist within the tradition-but what happens when there is 
no tradition? 

RS Exactly. I agree with that absolutely. The minor composer can achieve a modest 
degree of originality because he has his own fingerprints. Everybody's different, we are all 
different, and if we all speak the same language and use the same terms then our 
individuality is going to come out in some way or other. If you are an eighteenth-century 
composer and you assume a common language, then whoever you happen to be you will 
show up, even if in a pale sort of way, as an individual. Nowadays, of course, when there 
are no holds barred, when there are no limits, when anybody can do anything he likes, 
absolutely anything-or nothing at all-and still be regarded as an artist, then originality is 
a very difficult question indeed. The important thing is not to be too conscious of it, 
because if you strive to get originality you probably won't achieve it. Originality is 
something you possess or you don't. The thing to do is to exploit your own talent as well as 
you can, to do the best you can, and what you are will show up in what you do. If you don't 
possess very much originality, no amount of effort is going to get it for you. You can't 
fabricate it. 
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JB Is it due, do you think, to the strength of your own personality? Is it that which 

gives originality? 

RS I wouldn't boast about having a strong personality. You are bringing out all the 

modesty I possess! I don't want to talk about strong personalities when I'm talking about 

myself, but I do say that originality, although it may not suggest a strong "personality," may 

be very characteristic. Faun~ is not an aggressive composer, but he has a very strong 

individuality which anyone can recognize once they know it. We don't all have to be 

Wagners, we don't all have to be aggressive and "powerful" personalities, but the 

individuality which comes out is best shown if the composer is himself, if he is most 

naturally himself. There is nothing aggressive about Dvonik, but is there a more individual 

composer in the nineteenth century? I rather doubt it. There's nothing aggressive about 

Bruckner: again, the same applies. Neither of these chaps thought much about originaJity. 

Bruckner thought he was a conventional composer. He was anxious to get testimonials to 

prove that he was a competent composer writing regular symphonies. He had no idea he 

was doing something so original. 

JB I suppose a rather kindred question is the importance of being up-to-date, with the 

Zeitgeist, the spirit of the times. How do you rate that? 

RS Oh, very low, very low! Because I would say that if you are going to be yourself 

then you are not really thinking about the spirit of the times but about what you want to do, 

what you want to say. You are not even thinking about who you are. One of the people I 

disagreed with most was Winston Churchill when he said, "What matters most is who you 

are, how you say it, and least of all, what you say." Now this is something I disagree with 

very profoundly because I think that an artist should be a person who is saying something. 

He may not think about what he is saying to the extent that he is very selfconscious and 

intellectual about it, but on the other hand he should be determined to go along a certain 

line, and if he does this in the most natural way that he can, using his own talents, using his 

consciousness and awareness and his own experience of the things that he has learnt, then 

he is going to achieve something which is valuable. Whether or not that conforms to the 

fashion of the day, or the spirit of the times, or whatever you choose to call them, it doesn't 

matter two hoots; because in a hundred years' time, if it has any validity, if it has any real 

character, it will survive, and its aptness to the time it came from will also be seen. We can 

see that Haydn's music belonged to its time, or that Bach's music belonged to its time, but 

neither of those composers thought at all about the question of reflecting the spirit of their 

time. They just did the best they could in the most natural way they could, serving the 

purposes which they saw themselves fulfilling, the jobs that they had to do, and so on. I 

would say that the more composers who think along those lines nowadays the better, 

because selfconscious intellectualism does not necessarily mean intelligence. 

JB Besides, people have different ideas as to what is a strictly contemporary style. This 

century, for example, has seen so many movements, artistic movements, very often existing 

side by side, completely contrasted, one from the other. Do you as a composer place any 

great faith in these movements, these different types of panacea for composers? 

RS No, not at all. There's nothing that infuriates me more than when somebody says to 

me, "What style do you compose in?" I get quite homicidal when somebody says that to 

me-that is an insulting thing to say. I agree with my old friend Hans Keller, who said that 
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"to be contemporary is to be temporary." That really does make sense, because the more 
you concentrate on what other people are doing around you and are afraid of not being 
"with it," then the less likely you are to achieve anything really vital. Vitality comes from 
yourself. It's not being selfish, I don't mean that. It comes from you, as a living creature, as 
a person, so what you produce must come out of that. 

JB Do you find that, though you don ' t necessarily agree with them, you nevertheless 
derive a certain benefit from these schools, such as Schoenbergian atonality, Stravinskian 
neoclassicism, or whatever? 

RS Yes, one can take an interest in the various phenomena which occur, like atonality, 
or certain rhythmic inventions, certain things which happen, which other composers do. 
Anybody who writes music is interested in what other people are doing, for the simple 
reason that he might pick up the odd thing. I go back again to Bruckner. He found in 
Wagner's music an enormous stimulus. The sounds fascinated him and he wanted to do 
something like that in some ways. Of course, what he did in the end was something quite 
different, but he was fascinated by Wagner' s music, by the noises it made. He hadn ' t a clue 
what was going on on the stage. What the operas were about, he hadn't the foggiest idea. 
He even asked why they set Briinnhilde on fire, in the theatre! You can pick up all kinds of 
things, unexpectedly, from all quarters, and I am learning a lot from composers I don ' t 
even like. One of them I actually detest. I still learn something from them, even if it 's what 
not to do. 

JB Well , you can't say fairer than that. 

V 
Who Needs Critics ? 

JB An area in which composers are apt to be rather sensitive is that of critics and 
criticism. What is your feeling about that? 

RS Critics! Well , I'll put it from my own point of view. I would say that I have no 
objection to somebody trying to solve his problems by writing about my music, provided it 
does him some good, although I have my doubts on that score. The trouble with critics, of 
course, is that they are giving opinions all the time. I have no objections to somebody who 
wants to write a learned article about a work that he has studied properly for quite a long 
time, in one of the journals, where he has really considered what he is going to write. I do 
not see how anybody can call himself a critic, going to a concert, hearing a new work on 
which the composer has perhaps worked for three years (very complex, very difficult, 
receiving its first performance-probably not a very good one, because first performances 
rarely are very good ones), and then going straight to the telephone and reeling off a review 
to the paper which comes out the next morning. The poor composer reads it, and, even if it 
is favourable, probably feels he hasn ' t been understood, because, certainly, he won't have 
been. 
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JB The interesting thing is that music criticism that purports to be informed is really a 
phenomenon of the last hundred and fifty years or so, because before that it was just a 
matter of reportage. Often a critic would write down what had been played at a concert, 
what the audience thought, whether it was a success or whether it was a failure. Somehow 
it seems that the type of modern music critic has come into existence because it had been 
felt that there was a need for him, but not necessarily by the composer. I would say it is the 
public that needs the critic. Would you agree? 

RS I don't know that that's even true really, because the public goes to the concert and 
hears a new work, and then it reads the criticism the next morning, after it has made up its 
own mind about the new work. It has decided what it thinks of it, and the fact that it came 
to listen to the music in the first place proves that it maybe wanted to hear it, though the 
chances are that the audience came to hear so-and-so play Rachma.11inov' s Second Piano 
Concerto, which was put in the programme in order to bring an audience in for the new 
piece! 

JB But what about the person who, shall we say, has not been to the concert. And, say, 
a work of yours which has been performed in that concert is going to be performed again at 
another one. Won't the criticism help him to make up his mind as to whether to go to the 
second concert? 

RS It might do, though I wouldn ' t feel very confident that it would bring any extra 
people into the audience. In any case, it is rather rare now that a work of mine gets two 
performances, except, as Beecham said, in the Albert Hall-with its echo! It is very 
difficult to write about music because music isn ' t words. There is some point in a literary 
critic who can quote passages from what he is writing about; he can use the same medium 
that the writer is using-words. So they are on a similar wavelength . There is also perhaps 
some point in the criticism of visual art, where it has a subject, where it is illustrative in 
some way. If it is a picture about something or of something, you can talk about it and you 
can discuss its meaning. It is much more difficult to talk about abstract painting; in fact, it 
is just as difficult to talk about that as it is to talk, or write, about music. Music is a trap for 
the critic. 

JB I would agree entirely about abstract art, but nevertheless that is very much 
recognized as the domain of the art critic. Your music critic, instead of being a mere 
reporter, is somebody who has enormous enthusiasm for music and a certain technical 
understanding of it. Doesn ' t an opinion of his carry much more weight than that of the 
ordinary, uninformed listening public? 

RS I have no objection whatsoever to the opinions of people who know what they are 
talking about, who are informed, cultured, and who study what they are doing. I have no 
respect whatsoever for snap judgements by whomsoever. It doesn ' t matter how intelligent 
or brilliant they may be, they are still making snap judgements. You cannot judge a 
complex work of art in the time it takes to perform it. This is just not possible. I think that 
people who want to write about music should do so in a considered way. There might be 
some point in critics writing before ~he event, encouraging people to go to a concert or to 
an opera, saying something about that particular artist or composer, about the nature of his 
achievements after they have thought considerably about it. They can even then express 
their feelings about his limitations as they see them, but emphasizing what is positive, to 
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encourage people to go and experience it for themselves. There is much more of a case for 
a critic writing before a concert than after it. 

JB But are there not some critics who do, in fact, prepare themselves for a modem 
work? Sometimes you actually have a preview, or a prehearing, so that they can not only 
look at the work and evaluate it from the score and from what they know of the composer, 
but they can actually have the experience of hearing -it and then digesting that before the 
actual performance itself. 

RS They often come to the rehearsal and hear the work on the morning of the concert, 
but that's not very much of an advantage, because the rehearsal is probably very much 
fragmented-stops and starts, bits and pieces-and it's very difficult to get a feeling for the 
whole of it in a rehearsal. I have had the experience, and I know of other composers who 
have also had it, of critics who have been at the rehearsal and not bothered to come to the 
concert, and have still written a review. Critics are not always conscientious about this, and 
composers can-rightly, I think-be very angry sometimes by the way critics behave. You 
may remember Max Reger's famous answer to the critic. Having received a rather nasty 
review, he wrote: "Dear So-and-so, I am writing this letter in the smallest apartment in my 
house. Your criticism is before me; in a moment it will be behind me. Yours affectionately, 
Max Reger." I wish I had thought of that! 

JB What about composers who act as critics, like Debussy or Berlioz, for example? 
Surely you would accept that they are critics? 

RS Yes, there is a certain amount of interest in the views of a person who himself can 
create. Of course, one of the things against critics is that they are very often failed 
musicians who have to do criticism because there isn't anything else they can do. They are 
not really musicians, they are opinionists. Berlioz hated being a critic. He gave it up as 
soon as he possibly could, when he found he could manage to live by composing, after a 
fashion. Debussy loved writing, enjoyed writing; and Schumann too was a marvellous 
critic. Schumann perhaps was the best critic-composer there ever was, because he spent 
most of his time telling people what they should try to understand, what they should try to 
get to know. He spent a lot of time advocating things rather than pulling them down, and, 
as a creative artist himself, he was a generous man. He could read a score. Not many critics 
can do that-especially nowadays! 

JB Well, some of them can, although one tends to remember the ones that can't. But 
can I come back to the business of snap judgements? You, Bob, have written, you have 
talked, you have introduced on the BBC works by other composers. For some programmes 
you actually selected the works, indulging jn what I might call "practical criticism," 
because the whole business of selecting, of deciding what works are worth performing is an 
act of criticism. How many times do you find that your first impression of a work is very 
seriously modified when you get to know that work well, and how many times do you find 
that your basic reaction to that work remains what it was when you first heard it? 

RS It's a very interesting question. Quite often I have found that I've been wrong first 
time if I've come out against it. Later on I have found there's something in it which I didn't 
suspect or didn't find the first time, especially if it is complex in some way. On the other 
hand, one has an instinct. I tend to react to music as to people. You meet a chap and you 
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say, "I like him," or, "I don't want to see him again-five minutes is enough!" I tend to 
react to music like that. An interesting case in this fidd is Schoenberg, whose music I 
detest. I detest the personality behind it, and my first reaction on hearing Schoenberg's 
music was a complete hostility, because I thought: "Here is a man I would not want to be 
with; I don't want to Jive with him." But he is an interesting phenomenon, and I can quite 
understand Schoenberg saying that "somebody had to be Schoenberg; nobody else would 
volunteer, so I did." But since I got to know Schoenberg's music, I found it extremely 
interesting. I found a lot in it which I would not have suspected if I had rejected it. This 
doesn't alter the fact that I dislike it, but dislike and judgement are not always quite the 
same thing. 

JB No, and in fact if you had written down what you have just now said, and it had 
been printed in a newspaper, I rather think it would tend to make people come to the next 
concert of Schoenberg simply because it would have aroused their curiosity. I quite accept 
that a critic is absolutely no use to a composer at all, but I would say that he doesn't really 
address himself to the composer but to the public, and he does so in a society in which 
music has become so complicated, and there is such an enormous variety of it, that the 
audience finds itself not knowing which way to go. Do you not think that a critic can be a 
slight help, if he is somebody they are used to reading week after week? (Let us say week 
after week rather than day after day, as weekly criticism can be a little more informed.) Do 
you not think that that sort of criticism can play its part in diffusing a general interest and 
curiosity in music? 

RS I suppose it can; but it does matter whom criticism is addressed to, whether it is the 
composer or the public. If it's the public, and it's worth saying, then it's worth printing-
but it very rarely is . 

VI 
Pe1jormers and Interpretation 

JB Bob, would you say there is such a thing as a definitive performance? 

RS Absolutely not. The only thing of which you can have a definitive performance 
would be some mechanical piece of music, an electronic piece or something, which is 
always the same every time it is played. With a piece which is written for performers to 
play, there are vast imponderable elements which you just cannot write down. You can't 
put down on paper exactly every detail of how you imagine it played. If you write 
"allegro," then fifteen different people will play fifteen different allegros; and if you put a 
metronome mark, that itself is not always definitive. I am very impatient with them, I must 
say. The great difficulty really is in writing down exactly what you mean. The notation of 
music is not that accurate. 

JB Do you find, then, that certain performances will reveal certain things about your 
work? 
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RS Yes, very much. In fact, it's very fascinating. Very often I am at the rehearsals for a 
first performance and the conductor is very anxious to do exactly what I want, and so if I 
ask for something to be changed, he will probably change it. We very rarely have any 
strong arguments, because he knows he is giving the first performance and he wants it to be 
exactly as the composer wants. But then, when the work starts circulating and people 
perform it off their own bat, without the composer being present, then, almost literally, 
anything might happen. Of course, sometimes it can be pretty disastrous. Things can go 
very, very wrong indeed. So, in a sense, there is a right interpretation, but I would say there 
are perhaps a dozen or more right interpretations, according to natural flexibilities. 

JB In the case of your quartets, do you find that performances and interpretations of 
them vary very considerably, even more than with conductors? 

RS Yes, I think so. In fact, running a string quartet is an exceedingly difficult thing to 
do, as we all know: to get four people to agree exactly how the thing is to be played, 
without anybody to dictate to them. They have just got to sit down and work it out, and 
quartet players often tell me that one of the worst things about playing quartets it that as 
soon as you attack a new piece which you haven't played before, even if it's a Haydn 
quartet, you find you have four different interpretations to start with, and you somehow 
have to sort this out amicably. That is perhaps one of the reasons why quartets sometimes 
break up. But it's fascinating, of course, to see what emerges from all this. 

JB Do you find that nationality plays any part in, say, the varieties of interpretation? 
Some people say that only English people can play Elgar. Do you find that you have any 
preference as regards nationality in your own compositions? 

RS No, I'm just interested to see what somebody would make of it. I mean, if a 
Hottentot quartet decided to play one of my quartets, I would be absolutely fascinated to 
see what they would make of it. But, on the other hand, I suppose there is a certain amount 
of national feeling goes into music, although I am, not a particularly nationalist composer. 
After all , I'm mixed anyway. I'm half Dutch and half English; I'm not really a 
thoroughbred. 

JB Do you sometimes feel that when you hear an interpretation of a work (not 
necessarily your own) by someone of a completely different nationality to that of the 
composer, very often he will reveal some aspect of it which you didn't suspect was there? 

RS Yes, that is absolutely true. As you know, one of my great interests is Nielsen, and 
the Danes tell me that they love to hear English performers play Nielsen because it shows 
them something new about the composer. They don't think of him so much, then, as a 
Danish composer but as a European composer, which is something much bigger. 

JB Let us pass on from your own music and talk to you as a general musician, as an 
appreciator of other people ' s music. If a work outlasts its period and goes into what you 
might call the classical repertoire, customs, tastes, and so forth change continually. Do you 
think a performance which maintains the characteristics, as far as possible, of the time in 
which the work was written is the proper way in which music of the past should be 
performed? 
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RS Not necessarily. This is a very difficult question. People get very hot under the 
collar in talking about it. I would say that if a work has real enduring qualities, if it has real 
substance and is going to last beyond its own time, then it possesses certain qualities which 
can adapt to new times. If we hear a Beethoven symphony now, played by instruments 
which Beethoven did not have-the kind of modem clarinets, horns and trumpets with 
valves, strings with metal strings, and so on-we are used to this sound. You might as well 
say that if you are going to listen to music as Mozart or Beethoven or Bach listened to it, 
you not only have to change the instruments, you've got to change your ears too. You have 
got to have an authentic period pair of ears in order to hear it. We haven't got that. So, in 
effect, the music means something to us . in terms which we understand, which we are 
conditioned to appreciate. So the interpretation of a work by Beethoven or Brahms or Bach 
or whoever from the past must stand or fall by its integrity internally, by its vitality, and not 
hy its "authenticity"-which I don't think is altogether possible in our own time. 

JB When you use the word "integrity" it brings up another aspect, because we all know 
that in the cases of Mozart, Beethoven, and earlier composers, it was the fashion in the last 
century to edit them in order to bring them into line with modem taste. Among conductors, 
even Toscanini (who is often held up as a shining light as a person who was absolutely for 
the integrity of the text) used to make various little editorial additions to Beethoven's 
symphonies, to Verdi ' s operas, and so forth. What is your feeling about that? Would you 
like it if somebody did that to one of your symphonies? 

RS No, I would not; and I don't think it should be done to Beethoven's. In fact, in the 
bicentenary year, in 1970, when I was in the BBC, I produced a whole series of all nine 
Beethoven symphonies, in which we used the instruments (at least the numbers of 
instruments) that Beethoven had.2 We used the size of orchestra that he had written for, the 
right number of strings, the right number of woodwind instruments. No doubling, no 
thickening to make a Wagnerian sound like modem orchestras tend to do . Nineteenth-
century orchestras tended to do even more, and I think the important thing is to get the 
proportions right. Even if you're using modem instruments, the proportions should be 
right. You should not play Beethoven's Eroica with an orchestra the size of Ein 

Heldenleben. The Eroica and Ein Heldenleben are not the same thing at all! You should 
play the Eroica with an orchestra of about thirty-six players-forty players at the outside-
which is the size of orchestra that was used in Beethoven's time, in the ballroom where it 
was first performed. I imagine that it must have sounded pretty tremendous to them, and 
when we did it in the studio with an orchestra of that size it also sounded pretty shattering. 
You must not make editorial additions to the scoring because it is supposed that Beethoven 
did not have instruments that could get particular notes: Beethoven was an absolute master 
at making a virtue out of necessity. 

JB Just supposing you had the chance, a hundred years after your death, of coming 
back and hearing one of your symphonies played. You would probably find that the whole 
style, the attitude towards rubato or phrasing, might have changed. Would you be prepared 
to countenance that, saying that that is the right thing to do, provided they didn't actually 
make any editorial additions to your scoring? 

2 See Robert Simpson, "Authentic Beethoven," in Robert Simpson on Beethoven, ed. Lionel Pike (n.p.: Lionel 
Pike Publishing, 1996). 
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RS I might be inclined to do what Berlioz said he did: push the conductor out of the 
way and snatch the stick! But on the other hand, it would be fascinating, absolutely 
fascinating, to see what they did. The only thing that I really wouldn't be able to stomach 
would be if somebody were to transfer the whole thing to some kind of electronic 
apparatus. 

JB Bob, you have often written music for particular players. To what extent does that 
condition your thinking? 

RS It is the greatest stimulus I could have. It is the greatest stimulus, probably, that any 
composer could have, to know exactly who it is he's writing for, how they play. Of course, 
he must have a good regard for their artistry. He must admire them, which is very 
important. But everyone I have written for I have admired, and I've been able, in a way, to 
auralize what's going to happen. I've been able to see them play it, to know their way of 
playing their instruments. I get to know them, I go to their rehearsals, not only of my own 
music but of other things ; I hear them play Beethoven and Haydn and so on, and see just 
how they react, just what they are like. I get to know them as people. This is a wonderful 
thing. 

JB When somebody else plays these works, do you find that there is an immediate loss, 
or not necessarily? 

RS Not necessarily. There might be, but of course any piece of music which is so 
personal is probably going to be not worth very much. I think it has got to be available to 
everybody, and have something which everybody can bring out. In a way, if you think of 
the really great works, the greater the work, the more possibilities there are of 
interpretation. 

vn 
The Mechanics of Public Peifonnance 

JB Bob, how long ago was your First Symphony written? 

RS Oh, it was a long time ago, in 1951. I'm proud to say that it was turned down by the 
BBC at that time. 

JB Well, that is rather shaming, but stil1 ... 

RS In fact, when it was turned down for broadcasting by the BBC, I sent it to Danish 
Radio, because, as you know, I had written a book about Nielsen . I had some friends in 
Denmark, and there was some interest in my music there, I think, even then. They gave the 
first performance of it at a public concert. Then a recording of that was sent over to the 
BBC Music Department, and it was heard there (as opposed to being read as a score), and it 
made a much more satisfactory effect. It was passed and agreed, and then it was performed 
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by Sir Adrian Boult in the studio with the London Philharmonic, who recorded it 
subsequently. 

JB I seem to remember that it was performed in the Royal Festival Hall , wasn't it? 
When would that be, 1955? 

RS It was later than that; I think it was 1957. The first BBC studio performance of it 
didn't take place till 1954, and then the British Council recorded it in 1957. 

JB How many performances of it do you think you have had to date? 

RS I really haven't a clue. It has been played quite a bit in different places, and 
sometimes unbeknown to me. I don't get to know about all the performances until I get the 
money from the Performing Rights Society. 

JB In other words, it does seem to take rather a long time, from what you have been 
saying, for a work actually to get into the repertory. Can you tell us something of the 
difficulties? 

RS The difficulties are enormous, of course. A composer (and particularly a composer 
like me, who isn ' t any good at selling himself) finds it very difficult. I just have to rely on 
other people picking it up, and hope that something will happen. When you become known 
a bit, people are inclined to commission works, and you get asked to write works ; that is 
the way in which they normally get played in public. Otherwise, a composer has to send his 
works around various managers of orchestras, to conductors, radio producers, and so on, 
and hope that somebody will suddenly see the light. 

JB When it is actually accepted for performance are there other problems of rehearsal ? 

RS Oh yes, because one of the great difficulties , in this country at any rate (I can only 
really speak about this country in detail), is that there aren't the funds available to do real 
justice to a new work. For instance, when my Sixth Symphony was given its first public 
performance, the orchestra saw it for the first time the day before the concert. Now, English 
orchestras are marvellous at sight-reading-they can read anything, as everybody knows-
but I know for sure that the day after they have sight-read it, you are not going to get an 
interpretation ; you are not going to get inside the work. Everybody's hanging on like grim 
death trying to keep in, watching the conductor's beat like mad, counting like mad, and 
playing very well. In fact they did play very well. But it wasn ' t my Sixth Symphony, you 
know! 

JB Because of these conditions, would you agree that almost all our leading 
conductors, in particular the late Sir Malcolm Sargeant, develop an incredible facility for 
giving a sort of good continuous performance of a work on two rehearsals, but, if given 
seven, really wouldn't know what to do with them? 

RS If you get certain conditions, people will adapt themselves to them. But I remember 
a foreigner saying to me once, "English orchestras are marvellous at sight-reading, but it 
never gets any better." 
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JB Not really a compliment! 

RS Not really, no, but it is a situation to which British musicians are forced to adapt 
themselves, because there aren't the available funds. In Germany you get marvellous 
subsidies. An orchestra giving a new work can afford to rehearse and rehearse and rehearse 
and get .it one hundred percent right, so when the players are giving it in public they are 
playing it with as much confidence as if they were playing the Eroica Symphony. 

JB And then, where a new work is concerned, the second performance, close to the 
first, is rather essential. But how often do we get that? 

RS Very, very rarely. I remember Ansermet making a rather sarcastic remark. When a 
certain composer was mentioned to him, he said: "Oh yes, he specializes in first 
performances, doesn't he?" That seems rather cruel, but on the other hand it is a comment 
on the situation. 

JB It rather reminds one of that famous exchange between Frank Harris and Oscar 
Wilde, when Harris boasted of having been invited to all the best houses in England, to 
which Wilde replied: "Yes, Frank, but only once." 

RS Yes! This brings up the question of how much public subsidy there should be for 
serious music, or how much extra money should people who give music be supplied with, 
over and above what they can get back on the box office. We know very well the public is 
very disinclined to go to concerts which don't have all Beethoven or all Tchaikovsky, or a 
very popular soloist playing .a concerto, and if a new work is put in the programme it is said 
to empty the hall , or half-empty it, and it probably does. So if you are going to put on new 
works you have got to have money, and you've got to have it over and above what you can 
get back from the box office. You must have subsidies, and I personally think that in any 
really civilized, musical country, public subsidies, public money should be available to 
subsidize concerts. I think it is sheer philistinism that says, "Well, if people won't pay for 
it, then it shouldn't be there. Nobody wants it." 

JB That is degrading music to the level of pop or light music. 

RS There are people who argue along these lines, who say that we should leave it to 
commercial subsidies, sponsorship, and that sort of thing. Well, we all know that the big 
commercial sponsors want to see as many people at the concert as possible, to read their 
names in the programme, and so consequently they tend to put on box-office concerts. The 
Philharmonia Orchestra was subsidized recently by a cigarette manufacturer to the extent 
of £600,000, and, as far as I can see, the concerts that were put on with this money had 
very, very "box-officey" artists, with very, very popular programmes. There is no attempt 
yet to put on new works, to do neglected music which people ought to hear and which 
ought to be put on when there is so much money available to make it possible. 

JB Do you think that the existence of five London orchestras is a good thing or not? 
How do you think that effects the situation? 

RS It's a very difficult question, because if you have five orchestras they are all in 
competition with one another. In the same hall, in the same place, they're doing a kind of 
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rota. Somebody at the Festival Hall says, "No, you can't play Tchaikovsky Five, because it 
was played last week"; and you have a sort of "clash book" at the Festival Hall which 
avoids all these things, but it doesn't affect the fact that they are all trying to compete with 
each other in the same repertoire. 

JB Do you think that matters have improved to any extent over, say, the last thirty 
years-since you wrote your First Symphony, in fact? 

RS I wouldn't say so. First performances are no more plentiful than they were then. 

JB I notice that the London Symphony Orchestra, for example, under Claudio Abbado, 
has been including quite adventurous programmes. 

RS Yes, the L.S.O. is really much more adventurous than the other orchestras on the 
whole, and in fact they are going to be more so when they move into their new home at the 
Barbican. I'm told that if you have a captive, subscription audience you can serve them up 
with all sorts of things you wouldn't be able to if you depended on the box office. Of 
course, one set of public concerts in London which is a great example to them all, really, 
are the Proms. In the Proms it is possible to do all kinds of new things and all sorts of 
neglected things, because there is an audience there which is to some extent stable. Not 
altogether stable, no audience is entirely stable. If you serve it up with too much that it 
doesn ' t like it just won't come. But on the other hand you can give the Prom audience far 
more than you can the average Festival Hall audience. This is an example of what subsidy 
can do, because the Proms are subsidized by the BBC. 

JB The Arts Council is a system which, as far as I know, is unique, isn't it? It is a body 
which is free, without any strings attached from the government or anything else, to 
dispose of its subsidies how and where it likes. Do you think that this is a good thing? 

RS It could be a good thing. Somebody has to decide where the subsidies are to go, and 
it has to be a body independent of government, because you can ' t have politicians 
showering those sorts of favours about; that would start corruption. The bad thing about it 
is that they don't appear to get enough money in this country. Music in Britain is not taken 
seriously enough. I might just mention that if you are going to insure a car you have to pay 
a higher insurance premium in Britain if you are a musician-because they think musicians 
are drunkards, or drug-addicts, or totally disorganized people-whereas in Germany, if you 
are a musician you are treated with great respect, as if you were a doctor or a judge. 

JB Perhaps as we get less insular we shall learn to take music, and art generally, with 
something of a continental seriousness. 
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vrn 
Music Broadcasting 

JB I suppose I am right in saying that broadcasting has done even more than public 
concerts have done, in the last fifty years, to diffuse an appreciation of music, or, at worst, 
to give people the impression that they are themselves musical, even when they aren't 
always. I remember it once being said to me that nowadays, if somebody confesses to being 
unmusical, they always do it with a certain feeling of shame. About fifty years ago they 
wouldn't have done so. I imagine broadcasting is largely the cause of this. 

RS I suppose it is. For nearly thirty of those fifty years I was a BBC producer, so I 
found out quite a bit about it. When I first started, the Third Programme was four years old, 
and there was still a feeling of great excitement abut it. We could now have a programme 
which was especially for the arts, especially for things which required concentrated 
listening from a particular audience; this had never been done in the world before. It was 
the envy of the whole world, and I think the BBC is to be forever congratulated for having 
started such a thing. We all had a wonderful feeling of freedom. We could do all sorts of 
works which had never been performed and which nobody would dream of putting on in 
public. They couldn't afford to put them on in public, and so we did. And of course 
broadcasting has gone on from then. I wouldn't say it has improved exactly, because there 
is almost too much music now. 

JB People used to say-I don't agree with them-that the Third Programme was 
something of a cultural ghetto, and it has always been under attack to some extent for that. 
Now that we haven't got a Third Programme, and we have got Radio Three, and most of 
our serious music is channelled on Radio Three, do you think that is a backward step? 

RS Yes, I do; and I have never heard anyone say that the National Gallery is a cultural 
ghetto. In fact I think that a broadcast service to a particular kind of intelligent listener is 
something which any civilized country ought to have, just as it ought to have the National 
Gallery. It ought to have things which are subsidized by public money, which are available, 
which should be there, even if nobody wants them! 

JB Did you find that, when you were a producer, there was a great difference between 
planning a radio programme, a programme of serious music for radio, and the planning of a 
public concert, or would you say that they were rather the same? 

RS Ideally, of course, you should be able to put on anything anywhere, but of course 
you can't. You must be a realist, and one of the things about broadcasting is that you have 
got no box office to consider. So you can make an interesting programme because it is an 
interesting programme, and for no other reason. If you think it is a good idea to put two 
particular works together in a programme, then you can do it, and you don't have to bother 
if anyone has to pay to come and hear it, because there it is, it's going out on the air, and 
anybody who cares to listen to it will hear it. 

JB What I had in mind was the fact that most public concerts or public recitals have a 
certain organic quality about them, that is to say that they must leave the audience with the 
feeling that they have been through a big, unified experience. Now, would you say the 
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same thing about a broadcast programme? Would you say it has to have the same organic 
quality? 

RS I think it should, but on the other hand it is much more difficult. If you have a live 
audience in front of you, then it is an event of a very special kind; a special kind of 
atmosphere is created, a special kind of concentration which people get from one another. 
They help one another listen, in a way. With the whole audience there you feel something 
which you don't feel on the radio. On the radio, or course, it goes out, apparently, onto the 
empty air from an empty studio (or almost empty studio) and that is something which is 
very difficult for the artist to overcome. It is also very difficult for the composer to know 
whether his work has got across, whether or not people have listened to it and appreciated 
it. This is why I think that there is almost too much music on the radio at the moment. It 
can be switched on, and it can be like a kind of aural wallpaper while people go about their 
household chores, do their usual jobs, and listen with half an ear to a Beethoven quartet. In 

the old days of the Third Programme every broadcast was an event. 

JB But it was still possible to listen to the Third Programme whilst actually doing the 
washing-up after dinner. 

RS Yes it was, but on the other hand the fact that the Third Programme was operating 
only in the evenings did mean that it was a special part of the day, and in the evenings most 
people aren't doing chores: they tend to do what takes a certain amount of concentration. 
Nowadays you can listen to serious music all day, and I don ' t really like that. 

JB This brings me back to the question of the organic nature of a programme. Can one 
to some extent overcome that? Obviously you can't completely overcome it, but if you plan 
your programme as a finite experience, and don't have just one piece of music following 
another, do you think that does a certain amount to engage the listener, to bring him in? 

RS Certainly, I think that planning programmes on the radio is a very important 
business, and requires a great deal of knowledge and imagination. The average listener 
doesn't know what key a piece is in--doesn't care either. He can't tell the difference 
between C major and a rissole. What does it matter, you might say? But it does matter, 
because these things make their effect on the ear whether or not you know what is 
happening: if you plan a whole programme with pieces in C major it can be disastrous. 
You've got to be very careful and consider such things in putting different pieces of music 
together, what keys they are in, what the sound is, whether one piece contrasts properly 
with another, or leads into another, so as to make a sense of continuity, unity, and give the 
listener the feeling that the programme has been thought out, rather than just thrown 
together. 

JB The fact that we have now a uniform music network ("uniform" isn't quite the right 
word, because other things do go on besides music, but nevertheless by far the bulk of 
music goes onto domestic Radio Three) does pose a certain problem over the question of 
presentation, because in the old days when there was a Home Service and a Third 
Programme you could present a work one way for Home Service with, say, the minimum 
of presentation, and another way entirely for the Third Programme. Now you have to try 
and aim at both types of audience in the presentation, which makes it very difficult. 
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RS I must say I am in favour of straight announcements, just "the facts about." This 
work is Beethoven's First Symphony; it has got four movements; and that's that. I don't 
really think that long lectures by an announcer on the structure of the music are likely to be 
very convincing. There are too many opinions coming out at the moment. If they are 
attributed, if the announcer says: "So-and-so says . .. ," then it is acceptable. But you very 
often hear the announcer, who obviously has been supplied with some notes, just reading 
them. These notes are full of subjective reactions, and I find this hard to take. 

JB Do you not think there is something to be said for, shall we say, putting a work in 
its historical context? 

RS Oh yes. If you can say when it was written, and what was being done round about 
that time by other people, or even people in other arts-who was writing what novels at 
that times, what pictures were being painted-this would be marvellous information to 
have, and much more welcome than saying, "Here the composer does something very 
interesting with the theme." The listener should be credited with the intelligence to fathom 
this for himself. 

JB To some extent these presentation notes have to supply the programme notes of an 
actual concert. 

RS That's true, but then I am not all that in favour of programme notes for concerts. I 
know I've written a few, but . . . 

JB I was going to say, you have written some very good ones! 

RS (You get paid for it!) But the trouble is, who is going to read the programme notes 
whilst the music is being played in a concert? You don't get time before the music starts; 
you've got five or ten minutes in your seat to whip through the programme notes and then 
you don't really get very far. The lights go dim during the performance so you can't look at 
them. 

JB You should, obviously, be listening entirely. But there again, programme notes over 
the air precede; they are not announced simultaneously or anything like that. 

RS I would be strongly in favour of them, provided they give factual information and 
not subjective opinion. The listener, after all, is entitled to his own opinion of the piece. 
That is why I put on a series of programmes called The Innocent Ear, in which we didn't 
tell the listener what the piece was until after it had been played. The object was not to 
make it into a guessing game but to get rid of prejudice. If you don't know what the piece 
is, you can't be prejudiced at all. You form your own opinion, and you are then told what it 
is-or was. 

JB You listened to everything with an absolutely clean pair of ears, in effect. 

RS Yes, that was the object. It was a demonstration also that music is better without a 
lot of preparation, without a lot of spiel beforehand. 
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JB Would you say there is a place for, shall we say, the informed introduction, the 
introduction by the expert? 

RS Yes, if it is attributed, if it is the chap himself talking, or if the announcer quotes 
him and says, "So-and-so writes this-and-that." That's fair enough. This is perfectly 
reasonable because the listener then can take that opinion at whatever value he thinks it 
may have. 

JB Besides, if you give an announcer an informed presentation note he never knows 
exactly where to place the emphasis, so that it can often sound complete gibberish. 

RS Of course it can, and the more subjective it is, the more the danger. 

JB Take, for instance, the brass piece of yours entitled Volcano. Can you imagine that 
having a long, wordy introduction, spoken by an announcer who didn't know, in fact, what 
he was saying? 

RS Certainly not. Why should we have an introduction to a volcano? 

IX 
Whither Music? 

JB We will end with some thoughts about which way music is going. 

RS I remember reading a famous conversation between Mahler and Brahms (if you can 
imagine those two talking together!). They were walking along by the side of a river, and 
Brahms was very pessimistic. He kept saying, "Music is going to pot; there is no hope for 
anybody; and as we're all finished, it's very depressing!" Mahler suddenly stopped and 
pointed to the river. He said, "Look"; and Brahms said, "What?" Mahler said, "There goes 
the last wave." So however one might be depressed about the state of the world, the way 
composers seem to be producing what appears to be absolute nonsense, it is very difficult 
to be pessimistic, because one never knows really what is going to happen. We don't know 
what's going to happen to the world. The whole thing might stop, mightn't it? We might 
all blow ourselves to pieces, in which case we are simply arguing academically. 

JB Do you think that the ever-speeding revolutionary trend is coming to an end? 

RS Yes. I don't think it is, or ever was, a revolutionary trend. I think it was a trend 
towards decadence, in the sense that people were becoming freer and freer and freer, and, 
in other words, less and less able to do something positive. I remember Stravinsky said on 
one occasion: "God preserve me from absolute freedom." The artist needs restrictions, he 
needs limitations to make him use his imagination positively. He needs to make a virtue 
from necessity. We need, very much, to have the limitations of instruments, of voices, of 
things which dictate to us what we can and cart 't do in a human sense. I have the feeling 
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that music is tending once more to recognize what people can and can't do, and what their 
minds can and can't take. Chance was the great god of the so-called revolution, and it has 
proved to be an absolute illusion. 

JB You are often described as a musical conservative, in the nicest sense of the word. 
Would you agree with that description? 

RS Well, I am certainly no conservative in the political sense, and I wouldn't really 
want the term "conservative" to apply to my music, because I regard myself as a 
conservationist rather than a conservative, and they are two different things. I think what I 
would wish to see happen, and what I want to do for myself, is to find new things in natural 
phenomena. The natural phenomena I am referring to are the natural intervals which we 
find in Western music. The things like the third, the fifth, the seventh, the fourth, and all 
those things. They have certain resonances, certain relationships with one another, and we 
can learn a great deal from these, and use them in a fresh way all the time. From these, 
from a fresh perception of these, new kinds of things can arise, new kinds of tonality, for 
instance; a new feeling for the actual resonance of an interval. I would certainly wish to 
base a whole work on some simple interval, or pair of intervals. My Eighth String Quartet 
was all based on the fifth . You can't have a more simple interval than that, except the 
octave. 

JB I notice that in comparatively recent years there has been a great interest among 
composers in Indian music. Do you find that that provides any inspiration for your own 
compositions? 

RS Not to me personally. This is part of the world becoming smaller, isn't it? There is 
greater contact now between people in remote parts of the world. We find the Japanese, for 
instance, playing Western music extremely well. There is this marvellous Suzuki school of 
violin playing in Japan, and so on. I was told there were 1,200 symphony orchestras in 
China. That sort of thing is happening both ways. Indian music, with its completely 
improvised nature, never being written down, is something which is difficult for a 
Westerner to get inside. I think there is a great danger in selfconsciously trying to absorb 
something which is alien and not natural to one's own environment, and there's a danger in 
trying to be too comprehensive. 

JB Quite. But would you agree that the greater availability that there is nowadays of 
these different types of ethnic music serves to enrich the classical tradition? 

RS Certainly, I think everything that is there can serve to enrich us, provided it has got 
real vitality of its own. There are plenty of things, of course, which have no vitality. Most 
pop music, for instance, has no vitality whatsoever. It is a merely mechanical screaming of 
a certain kind and is in the same tempo. This is not something which can enrich our lives. It 
can actually stop people thinking, it can stop them from progressing any further in their 
minds. It gets them into a kind of trance; such things are not likely to stimulate real flights 
of imagination. 

JB It is often said of England that we are rather insular, rather a backward country 
musically. In fact, it was once said (I think at the beginning of this century) that England 
was called "the land without music." 
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RS Oskar Schmitz, that was. 

JB Do you think there are some virtues in being slightly insular? 

RS What happens depends on what talents you have there. If you have an artist of great 
genius and imagination, it doesn't matter if here comes from an insular country or a 
continental country, his genius will produce something quite characteristic and individual, 
and one doesn't really need to think that he is limited in the sense I mean. Czechoslovakia 
is a small, land-locked country, but look at the musical genius that is has produced at one 
time or another. And Denmark is a small country but it produced Nielsen. Finland, a small 
country, produced Sibelius. 

JB I suppose one can say that it is to British insularity that we owe such things as the 
Perpendicular style of Gothic architecture, which has got absolutely no equivalent abroad, 
and the late polyphony of early-seventeenth-century English composers like Thomas 
Tomkins. 

RS Yes, and going even further back, to the sixteenth century, there are Tallis and 
Byrd-marvellous individuality, totally English music. If you compare it with Palestrina 
you can't mistake it for anything but English music. And that's also a very interesting 
aspect of the conservatism (or conservationism, if you like) of English music at that time. 
In Byrd's and Tallis 's music you find roughnesses in the counterpoint, dissonances, false 
relations, and things like that, which Palestrina was in the process of getting rid of. The 
Italians were getting rid of it. They were the up-to-date composers, they were smoothing 
everything over. The English weren't interested in doing that, they were interested in 
expression, and they used whatever came to hand. 

JB And brought their music, if anything, just that much nearer to the modem age. 

RS Certainly. This shows that actually taking advantage of what is there is sometimes 
the best thing to do. Nowadays the argument that you leave everything to chance is the 
opposite of that. 

JB Now, Bob, if this isn't a very foolish, daunting question, could I ask how you 
yourself go about composition? 

RS I remember Edmund Rubbra being asked this question, and he said: "I start at the 
beginning and go through to the end," which is very logical and sensible, and in fact that is 
what I do most of the time. I don't make sketches. I find I start with the germ of an idea. I 
have in my mind a rather vague conception of what the whole thing is going to be, but the 
important thing is to let it grow. Let it start, let it grow. It's like a germ cell which 
reproduces itself, multiplies, and differentiates itself like a living creature. As it does this 
you watch it, you control it, and you think, "That bit's going in the wrong direction"; you 
knock a bit off, then you go back. You say: "No, that's not right, doesn't feel right." I find 
that the important thing is not really to make a lot of plans in advance but to allow things to 
grow and to feel it right. It sounds very naive, but I think it is quite true that if the thing 
feels right, it is right. If it feels wrong, you should have the courage to get rid of it, and 
substitute something else. Somebody asked me once what it was like, composing. "Well," I 
said, "it's quite easy, you know. If you do something bad you get rid of it, and put 

30 TONIC 9/1, 1998 



ROBERT SIMPSON IN CONVERSATION wrni JULIAN BUDDEN 

something good in its place. No problem!" This is a horrible joke really, because it is a 
diabolical problem, in fact. When you sit down and work at it, it's murder, it's terrible! I 
sometimes finish up with my whole back aching, my neck aching, my legs aching, my arms 
aching, my eyes aching, my head aching, and I just want to go to bed, or collapse, or 
something, or even watch the television! 

JB As a way of unwinding? 

RS Yes. 

JB Well, finally, what works have you got on the stocks at the moment? What have 
you got in view? 

RS Well, at the moment I am in the middle of an Eighth Symphony. I've got that going. 
And then there is another quartet to write, which is being commissioned-that will be No. 
9. There is another brass band piece to write; and then I have another piece to do for the 
Haydn celebrations next year; and another orchestral piece too, possibly. I want to do some 
variations on a remarkable theme by Cad Nielsen which I found, which is not published. In 

fact it is a piece of incidental music for a play, Ebbe Skammelsen. I want to write variations 
on this wonderful theme, for orchestra. Lots of ideas! I would love to write a big oratorio. I 
don't think I would ever write an opera, because I don't think I've got that kind of kink. I 
wish I had, but I don't think I have. I love a lot of opera, I love the human voice. I have 
difficulty with words. I find that if words move me very much, I don't want to spoil them; 
but if they don't move me, then I don't want to set them anyway. So I'm afraid I am faced 
with a bit of a problem! 

JB Well, at any rate you seem to have a very fertile field ahead of you generally. Thank 
you, Bob, very much. 
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