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Wüstenwanderung  (1986)
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This evening's concert presents a defiantly avant-garde selection of music by four composers, from Germany and the U.K., who celebrate the imperative to create new contexts in which to stimulate fresh musical and artistic thought. Avoiding recent (and not-so-recent) trends and clichés, each composer sets forth a situation which is pursued rigorously, intelligently, and unsentimentally. From such a stance is revealed a fresh spring of creativity which captivates us, challenging us to reconsider our listening and perceptual habits, enlarging our experience and leading to a furthering of our intellectual and sensual capacities.


The first half features two pieces which are concerned with the prolongation and tracing of the created (attacked) sound. In their different ways, both Lachenmann and Croft explore and focus upon the dialectic between the percussive nature of the piano and the after-life of attack upon its strings.  Both composers attempt to get to the truth of the nature of the piano, embracing its limitations and capabilities as an instrument upon which so much depends on the initial attack and from which the potential variety of timbre and manner of decay appears incapable of being exhausted. 


The second half of the programme explores a different arena of compositional thought - that of process. The extreme simplicity and cool objectivity of Mark R. Taylor's early work, Patterns 1, as with the short pieces making up Failure, reveals, to the listener willing to 'tune in', a greater complexity than the material and elemental process would suggest. Likewise, out of the ever-shifting patterns of Walter Zimmerman's Wüstenwanderung, with its layering (upon layering) of ostinato-like material, rises a transcendent, almost celebratory, complexity through which we lose our perception of the systems upon which the piece is based and are swept to another sensory plane.


The intelligence and devotion which these composers bring to their work is evident not only in the processes which lie behind these pieces but most importantly in their outworking, the works themselves. Their pursuit of a music which is not compromised by conforming to norms of compositional expectation reveals not a denial or rejection of past endeavours but a (seemingly unfashionable) joy in the genuinely progressive creative act.

John Croft - ...du second infini (2001)

'The piano, an instrument with little control over the evolution of an individual sound after the onset, presents an initial problem for me, since I am interested in precisely this evolution, in the interior of sounds, and not at all in "notes". This problem is resolved in two ways: first, by the use of muting and harmonics in order to expand the timbral possibilities of single notes or chords, and second, by composing what one might call, with a nod to Schaeffer, "large notes", or "meta-notes", mass events whose morphology, it is hoped, will have a perceptual affinity with the individual note or chord, thus simultaneously suggesting structural possibilities based on the interaction of notes and meta-notes, and avoiding the "phrase" and all that that implies. Rather than the complex event being a mass of notes or chords, the individual chord becomes the simplest form of event.


'The harmonic evolution of the piece is derived from the overtone series of the lowest E-flat on the piano, the first chord being composed of the fifth, eighth, ninth, and fifteenth partials. More partials are added, and eventually inharmonic (non-integer) partials are incorporated into the sound. As the piece continues other fundamentals with their respective series are introduced, enriching the harmonic territory. The earlier part of the piece is dominated by isolated chords of changing harmonicity, which are then displaced by clouded events. These events, still discrete, give way to a passage of continuous fluctuating resonance, which acts as a kind of catalyst for the final emergence of the most complex meta-notes.' (JC)

John Croft (b. 1971) studied with Ross Harris and John Young at the Victoria University of Wellington and with George Nicholson at the University of Sheffield, and is currently completing a PhD at the University of Manchester with John Casken. Works include the chamber opera Le Sacre de la nuit, to a text by Jean Tardieu, Bagatelles, which was short listed for the Yorkshire Arts Award in 1999, his String Quartet, which received first prize in the String Quartet section of the 2001 International Jurgenson Competition in Moscow, and Inventions de l'autre, recently premiered by the BBC Philharmonic.

Helmut Lachenmann - Serynade (2000)

Serynade, Lachenmann's most extended solo piano work to date, is dedicated to, and was first performed by, the composer's wife, Yukiko Sugawara (whose initial accounts for the altered spelling of the title). The piano is perhaps not the most obvious choice of instrument for a serenade, more likely recalling the guitar or a string group. Yet Lachenmann's treatment of the piano does not conform to expectations. Its primary concern is with the activity of the strings and their resonance which Lachenmann exploits through extensive use of both sustaining pedals in combination with silently depressed keys (only briefly does he utilise direct activation of the strings themselves using the finger nail to scrape on the bass strings). The American composer Morton Feldman once talked of the piano's reliance upon attack as focusing our attention upon " decay, this departing landscape". However, in Serynade we encounter decay as a changing phenomenon, as it transforms from one state of resonance to another, being filtered to reveal further events or reduced to diminished states of resonance. 


Lachenmann's concentration upon the 'other' (or, rather, the culturally censored) sounds of the instrument has been a hallmark of his work. The attention to the post-attack sounds can be evidenced in the early piano work Wiegenmusik (1963) and in particular the set of pieces entitled Ein Kinderspiel ('Child's Play', 1984). The idiosyncrasies of another piano work, Guerro (1970, rev.1988), in which the pianist strokes the sides and surfaces of the keys and the inside of the piano instead of actually depressing a single key, are less represented in Serynade, although the transformation of the piano from a restrictive, essentially keyboard-focused instrument into a wider sounding body is common to both works. 


Lachenmann has consistently pursued the expansion of our appreciation of instrumental sound as well as the forms which mould them. Once accused of being a composer of musica negativa (essentially one who attempts to represent the negative aspects of society through art), Lachenmann has provided in Serynade a forceful argument against such commentaries. In finding beauty within the unexpected and unconventional Lachenmann invites us to consider our own prejudices rather than forcing us into a situation which is bewildering and alienating. In this I can't help but consider the degree to which Lachenmann's Lutheran upbringing (his father was a Lutheran pastor) bears influence upon his desire to find political and social parallels in music (Christ's embracing of the leper, beggar, prostitute, etc. stands as a challenge to reach beyond the surface of both the individual and the facade of societal respectability). I find his music both generous and stimulating - two very strong 'positives' - and his stance as someone who intelligently and creatively challenges the situation facing the contemporary artist is inspirational. 

Helmut Lachenmann (b.1935) is among the most eminent of contemporary German composers. After studying at the Musikhochschule in Stuttgart he studied between 1958-60 with the late Italian composer Luigi Nono, who remains a strong musical and political influence upon Lachenmann. He has won a number of prizes for his compositions and has featured at festivals around the world. Since 1978 he has taught at the Darmstadt courses for new music and in 1981 he was appointed professor of composition at the Musikhochschule in Stuttgart, a position he still holds.

Mark Taylor - Patterns 1 (1973)



   Failure (2000)

Patterns 1 is an early work by Taylor, written when he was only 12, and in this context alone it is a quite remarkable work. Most obviously it recalls the untainted utterances of Steve Reich's early music in that once the system is set in motion it is left to complete its course (7 notes in the right hand against 10 in the left, arranged in bars of 3/4, resulting in 3 cycles of 70 notes). Yet the other influence which is suggested, by the simplicity and modality of the pitches (it consists entirely of white notes), English experimentalist Howard Skempton, who was later to become Taylor's teacher, was still unknown to the young composer. Taylor writes "if I related it to anything, it would definitely have been the scales and white-note-ishness then emerging in Xenakis (Evryali  was the then most recent piano piece: I loved the little burst of pseudo-Reich at the beginning)". Also acknowledged by the composer as a possible subliminal influence were the piano exercises by Hanon, familiar to any young student of piano technique (Taylor is also an impressive pianist himself). However, the virtuosic nature of those exercises is largely avoided in Patterns 1, which by the slow pace set by the composer draws the listener into an ambiguous temporal plane creating a tension between the directive pull of the intervals and their intrinsic sound qualities in isolation.


Failure is more typical of Taylor's work since the early Patterns in its predominant use of a chordal texture. The work is made up of four short pieces each consisting of a few phrases of four-part chords, chorale-like. As with other works, Taylor subjects the selected chords to slight chromatic inflections which serve to create greater or lesser degrees of tension and resolution (perhaps also contributing to an appreciation of the work's title). This, despite their brevity and apparent simplicity, suggests a romantic orientation which is implied also by the phrasing and italian terminology used in the notation (such as intimo, or poco a poco piu intenso al fine), distinguishing these pieces from the more 'cool' objectivity of Skempton's works. The work is named after a project by artist Edward Dorrian, an artist with whose work Taylor feels an affinity and to whom this set of pieces is dedicated.

Mark R. Taylor (b.1961) began both playing the piano and composing at the age of four. Early successes as performer included being Regional Finalist in the BBC 'Young Musician of the Year' Competition in 1978, and playing concertos with national and local youth orchestras. In 1979 he won an Open Scholarship to read Classics and Modern Languages, and subsequently Music, at the University of Oxford, where he went on to teach composition and 20th-century music history for over 10 years. He has appeared as soloist at the Aldeburgh and Almeida festivals but has increasingly concentrated on composition. His work has been published, recorded to critical acclaim on CD, and featured at new music festivals in Oxford, London and Cardiff, with other recent performances as far afield as Cologne, Bratislava, Moscow and Santa Barbara CA.

Walter Zimmermann - Wüstenwanderung (1986)

Before learning this piece my primary encounter with Zimmermann's work was not with his music but through Desert Plant, his collection of interviews with American experimental composers. The choice of title for this book reveals a fascination for the desert as a place of emptiness, lacking formal context, from which new shoots of artistic exploration may grow and which may be said to underpin much of the philosophy of the composers interviewed for the book. The metaphor is reinforced in Wüstenwanderung, which literally translates as 'Desert Journey'. In the preface to the score, the composer quotes from Angelus Silesius, a 17th century poet (roughly translated as): 



Where is my place?



Where you and I do not stand:



Where is my final goal



I should head for?



There where none is to be found.



But where, then, should I go?



I have to go even beyond God



into a desert.


In common with other works by Zimmermann, the piece consists of relatively simple patterns, often stretching across the keyboard, which are increasingly overlaid to complex effect. The patterns are composed using complex mathematical systems to ordain the pitches and durations, a device frequently used by the composer to achieve an objective, non-directional and non-emotive abstraction. Zimmermann considers a negation of the composer's personality to be a precondition for the creative process. In this the influence of John Cage is most evident, particularly the simplicity of his pre-Music of Changes works, despite the very different outcome of this work and those of Cage. Indeed the complexity of this work marks it out from most of Zimmermann's previous works, which attempt to reflect the meditative nature of Zen and the ideas of 13th-century theologian Meister Eckhart (the piano work Beginner's Mind is one such example). 


The density of much of the work is in part due to arrangement of the material into seven acoustic layers, matching the seven proportions used in the making of the world's soul, as described in Plato's Timaios, and also in reference to the Silesius quoted above - 'I have to go even beyond God, into a desert'. There are two further literary references in the work, this time both declaimed by the performer (in German): the first from Nietzsche - 'The desert grows/ woe to the one who holds a desert in himself'; and the second being the last written words of Ezra Pound - 're Usura: I was out of focus, taking a symptom for a cause. The cause is Avarice.' 
Walter Zimmermann (b.1949) studied composition under Mauricio Kagel in Cologne in 1970 and alongside the composers Clarence Barlow and Kevin Volans. All three composers sought to break away from the conventional contemporary music traditions, leading Zimmermann to explore the Franconian music of southern Germany, from which a number of compositions from the mid-1970s were derived. In 1977 Zimmermann founded the Beginner Studio in Cologne which promoted the performances and study of experimental music, composed and improvised, in particular music from American, notably Cage, Feldman, Wolff, etc. He has since lectured at the Darmstadt courses for new music and at the Royal Conservatory, The Hague. Since 1993 he has been professor of composition at the Berlin Hochschule der Künste.

Philip Thomas (b.1972, North Devon) graduated from Hull University in 1993 with a 1st class honours degree in music and the Departmental Prize. He went on to study at Sheffield University, gaining a Masters degree in 1994, for which he performed and studied the piano sonatas of Sir Michael Tippett.. Remaining in Sheffield, in 1998 he was awarded a PhD in the performance practice of contemporary piano music. He is currently based in Sheffield, from where he pursues an active performing career and teaches privately and at the University. In September 2000, he was appointed Head of the Sheffield Music School.


Philip specialises in performing new and experimental music, including both notated and improvised music. His concerts are noted for being both accessible and provocative. He places much emphasis on each concert being a unique event, often addressing an underlying theme or issue. Recently he has given solo concerts at the universities of Bradford, Durham, Hull, Leeds (Bretton Hall), Manchester (Metropolitan), Newcastle and Sheffield, plus London concerts at the British Music Information Centre. 


Philip's most recent project was a highly successful three-concert festival of the music of John Cage and contemporary British composers, including a number of world and British premieres. This took place in February 2001 at the Mappin Art Gallery, Sheffield, and subsequently toured venues across the country. In June 2001 he played with Apartment House in a portrait concert of Clarence Barlow at the Hoxton New Music Festival, which included two solo works and was subsequently broadcast on BBC Radio 3. He will be performing with them again in Witten, Germany in April 2002 and at the 2002 Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival, featuring a world premiere by Christopher Fox. 


Other projects include a recent performance with Manchester-based Ensemble 11; a collaboration with improvising electronics duo Transient v Resident; a collaboration with the pianists Stephen Grew, Keith Tippett and Howard Riley in May 2002; and, in October 2002, a season of 4 concerts at the Mappin Art Gallery, Sheffield, featuring the complete piano music of Morton Feldman, alongside premieres of three commissioned works by Bryn Harrison, Michael Parsons and James Saunders.


Philip has premiered solo works by Richard Ayres, Chris Burn, Richard Emsley, Michael Parsons and Stephen Chase. His repertoire also includes works by Clarence Barlow, Gerald Barry, Luciano Berio, John Cage, Cornelius Cardew, John Croft, George Crumb, Morton Feldman, Michael Finnissy, Graham Fitkin, Christopher Fox, György Kurtag, Helmut Lachenmann, Olivier Messiaen, James Macmillan, Per Nørgård, Katherine Norman,  Arvo Pärt, Wolfgang Rihm, Robert Saxton, Howard Skempton, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Mark R.Taylor, Michael Tippett, John White, Christian Wolff , Walter Zimmermann and others.

