
Where I looked –What I found.
1

The Nadder Valley where I live represents the geological faultline between the Portland beds of Jurassic origin and the south-western extremity of Reading clay – an area rich in springs. Some flow freely all year round, some respond to the rainfall, while others just ooze enough to create a muddy patch.

This strikes me as an excellent metaphor for inspiration. Some people are, as it were, copious springs in frequented valleys, while others make a more modest contribution to the Orphic flow. I am the latter. My voice is a ‘winterbourne’ that wells up intermittently in bad weather and troubles noone except those who like their feet or art dry. A group of springs near my house constantly change their location, sometimes rising here, sometimes there, sometimes flowing sandy, sometimes clear. Similarly for me, creative clarity comes sometimes in musical images, sometimes in verbal ones. 

To write of where we are is not to write about where we are. I had been going to start this piece on my experience of music and poetry by saying: I am a composer: but then I realised that required qualification. To say ‘je suis poète’ is to make a bigger claim than simply to say that you write poetry. But as this Review has given me the unique credential of publishing a piece of my music I would like to offer some thoughts about my own experience of the relationship between poetry and music.
While I think myself a composer of vocal music, my ideas have very little symmetry with those of ‘professional’ musicians with whom I have at various times performed for a living. Indeed I was 40 before I heard a note of my mature music sung, despite working extensively among singers and actors. So, like a poet, I needed ways of hearing that didn’t involve the ear; and understanding how /what that is has led me deeply into a mystical relationship with the otherness we encounter in the creative process.

I suppose I’ve always had such interests. 12 miles away, just downstream of the Nadder and Wylye confluence lies the village of Bemerton, now a suburb of Salisbury. Here is the church, rectory and tomb of the noted metaphysical poet George Herbert, whose crystalline forms I first encountered in adolescence in Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Mystical Songs; but against whose flawlessness I was unable to obtain purchase or acquire the insights of ownership.

A man that looks on glass,
On it shall stay his eye:
Or if he chooses, through it pass
And then the heav’n espy.

But I couldn’t. My eye couldn’t correlate the technique/s of poetry and my feeling-centre – until I heard Samuel Barber’s luminous setting of James Agee’s Knoxville, Summer of 1915 on BBCr3. 
It has become that time of evening when people sit on their porches, rocking gently and talking gently and watching the street and the standing up into their sphere of possession of the trees, of birds' hung havens, hangars. People go by; things go by.

And which finishes so movingly:

After a little I am taken in and put to bed. Sleep, soft smiling, draws me unto her: and those receive me, who quietly treat me, as one familiar and well-beloved in that home: but will not, oh, will not, not now, not ever; but will not ever tell me who I am.

It isn't a formal poem at all, yet it’s as intensely lyrical as the Psalms. Agee first showed me that there could be a voice that is prosaically now, yet whose understated lyricism carries within it, for those with ears, the echoes of those arcadian groves of which Rilke speaks in Sonnets to Orpheus:

Shall we reject those ageless companions of our youth,
the great and undemanding gods, because the systems
we are now creating cannot be programmed 
to recognise them? Where are they in our modern schemes,
these powerful friends who silently take the dead from us? 

Agee himself was never really to escape the dichotomy of that alienation: living in, and attempting to be part of, a hedonistic culture, while his whole bein seemed to ache for transcendental experience. And it killed him. His dilemma, that of every true artist, summed up in the title of his ‘opus one’, Permit Me Voyage – a work full of the potential that he was never to realise. If only someone had told him in time: ‘they never do. You voyage or you don’t voyage. Afterwards, when it no longer matters, they give you a permit.’ [If only he could have accepted his genius as a lyric poet and not sought to measure himself against epic poetry; but no doubt manhood demanded …] There is, of course, a James Agee Park in Knoxville now.

In his brokenness Agee leaves a more resonantly compassionate voice than any of his contemporaries. Triumphalism fades as the parade passes, but like sacraments or Bartók quartets, the poetry of uncertainty returns when we need to articulate those moments that go beyond conventional vocabularies. And thus it is that we often learn more from what is unfulfilled than from the effortless flow of the Pierian spring. 

I am utterly daunted by spontaneous perfection of Schubert. In my youth I was suffocated by eulogies to the classical masters’ effortless formalism, and ultimately made my escape throu the window of American experimental anarchy. Autodidacts such as Kerouac, cummings, Ives, (Charlie) Parker, (Ray) Charles
 and European non-traditionalists like Janàcek and Messiaen gave me models for self-actualising creativity, the self-hearing ear by which they had survived the imploding effects of isolation. These all enabled me to duck out of the stranglehold of Serialism, which ruled the establishment roost.

Luckily there are not many busybodies eager to ‘improve’ the Nadder Valley (tho we have been declared an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and given a quango, which at the moment limits its activities to producing glossy brochures, but is bound to feel the need to do something eventually) – but elsewhere the situation is not so good. As we overbreed and arrogate to our species ever more of the planet, springs are replaced by sealed bore-holes, rivers are canalized to suit the needs of property-owners with twin garages – we isolate the mystery /numen /duende not just in nature but in the all life. Yet from somewhere deep within our psychic faultline still flows the spontaneous water of life, the voice of the natural world, the voice of experiential wisdom, the sum of what is more than transient hedonism. I return to this dichotomy anon with some answers of my own.

Verse may be as blank and chalky-dry as a black and white page. Music may be as abstract as spiders’ webs or thickets of evergreen clinging to ancient hills. But the only bits of either that really spark my creative juices are when the two forms converge, each giving up a bit of its autonomy to create a harmonious marriage.

When poetry and music flow together to fertilise the valley, you cannot tell which is the stream and which the contours of the land in which it flows. Therefore, for me it is the ‘singwriters’ who have contributed most to my perception of the potential scope of poetry in a materialistic age. Paul Simon, Walter Becker (cocreator of Steely Dan) and the heirs of Joni Mitchell, especially Rickie Lee Jones, chroniclers of today’s inconclusive relationships. This is because songs don’t have to fight their way cold off the page or create a credible context for themselves. Thanks to the music, a lyric simply is. And because singwriters are not afraid of the traditional archetypes of verse-writing they sometimes succeed in epigrammatic distillation of a public mood in more accessible forms than much contemporary poetry, which often seems -to me- to be inhibited by its own reflexive aesthetics.

All lies and jest.
Still a man hears what he wants to hear
And disregards the rest. (Simon. The Boxer)

Don’t it always seem to go
That you don’t know what you got
Till it’s gone. They paved paradise
An’ put up a parking lot. (Mitchell. Big Yellow Taxi)

A long stretch of headlights
Bends into 109
Tiptoe into truck stops
And sleepy diesel eyes
Volcanoes rumble in the taxi
And glow in the dark
Camels in the driver’s seat
A slow easy mark (Lee Jones. Last Chance Texaco)

If you know any of those lyrics you'll hear the music as you read them. That of course gives them a head start in penetrating that emotional nexus that confers memorability. These and many others were the soundtrack of our youth/s. However my endeavours to incorporate their simplistic cadences into my own syncretic idiom was viewed with equal perplexity by those on both sides of music’s cultural Rift Valley. A matter complicated by the fact that while I really don’t like ‘the trained voice’ I’ve had to come to terms with the fact only those with advanced musical training can in fact sing my music – the voice-wrecking being an unfortunate and inescapable side-effect for all but the hardiest.

In the Peloponnese its deep valleys were inhabited by successions of tribes who communicated little with each other over the forbidding ranges. So it is with our various disciplines today. We have ‘professionalised’ aesthetics and magnified the height of the intervening mountains in order to preserve hierarchies and ward others off ‘our’ turf. [No shortage of parking lots in what was once paradise!] Susanna Cibber was both Garrick’s leading lady and Handel’s favourite alto – a combination almost inconceivable today.

Now that I’ve spent 15 years in the wilderness, I range these dense forests of meaning and see valley dwellers on either side, yet only feel at home above the snowline like an idiot (or idiosyncrat) driven from society. My former career included composing /scriptwriting /producing for the BBC and just about everywherelse – which led me to become an expert in (re-)producing other people’s voice, but left me with no idea of my own. Thus it is only in the forests of the night, away from the 24hour glare of the neon city, that I find meanings form. The search for home /for unity /for coherence, led me ultimately to Rilke; and like Agee before him he stood godparent to a birth within me. Despite credits as a composer and writer I had not succeeded in bridging the separate thought-forms, and thus my music and my writing remained like two strangers awaiting a dinner invitation from a mutual friend. As a song of my dauter’s goes:

And so they never knew that they had a chance
She had already left before his second furtive glance.
For all we know it was a great […] romance …

This same dauter, Sefa Steer, gave me a copy of Sonnets to Orpheus. Immediately it felt very important to me, but the american translation was considerably more obscure and contrived than the german original, so I couldn’t really sense the imagery clearly. I therefore took to meditating on Rilke’s images, using one poem a day over several months, until I felt that I had connected with the profound inner meaning of each and then paraphrasing it for myself.

Not long after I had completed this process my friend Sarah Verney Caird asked me for a song. After reflexion I set one of my Sonnets to Orpheus paraphrases, but as happened with Rilke in the same month 79 years earlier, the faucet would not afterwards be stopt. In a matter of weeks in 2001 a cycle of a dozen songs had flowed from my nocturnal pen. (I rely largely on my dreaming process for inspiration.) A few years later they were magnificently recorded by Frances M Lynch and the Argonaut Ensemble, with myself at the helm /piano. Frances is a soprano who scouts all my strictures. If there were like her the public’s response to art music would be very different. To listen to a selection of tracks or read the words visit http://msteer.co.uk/

This experience cracked (or fixed) something for me: and the breach (or glue) made possible the composition of various works where I have written both lyrics and music. Some you can hear on my website (A Private Passion, Tumulus), some you can only read (Easter Dawn) because they haven't yet been performed.

Two contemporary poets have spoken so immediately to me that I set their poetry to music the instant I read it.
 One such was my setting of Lawrence Sail’s poem Sensed, printed in a recent Review – which I only had the good fortune to encounter because a friend lent me the issue to read an article about Rilke. When Lawrence kindly sent me other books of his, I quickly made a set of five for baritone and piano. Now all we need is the baritone.

The other is Alan Brownjohn, whose mind-(in)forming and memorable translation of Gœthe’s Torquato Tasso I was privileged to compose music for for its production on BBCr3 in the 70s. When his Collected came out shortly afterwards I devoured it at once and immediately set Unnumbered Road for soprano and string quartet. (Somehow that seemed the right combination. I had little idea how difficult it is to get a soprano and a string quartet into a room at the same time; which no doubt explains why the repertoire for this medium is so small.) A subsequent commission from the Burnham Market Festival led to a set of 3 – but a cruel twist of fate was applied to the reel-to-reel tape in performance and so all I have to show for the performance is a faint SETI-like (Search for ExtraTerrestrial Intelligence) echo from outer space.

What qualities spoke to me in these poets? Perhaps a few words may give non-musicians an insight into the territory on which, I would guess, most collaborations with composers need to operate. First and foremost, I daresay most composers would agree, there has to be a duality, an ambiguity in the verse that renders it open to the psychic amplification which music offers. The topic of the poem must offer access to a realm of the imagination where the heightened reality music creates makes ‘sense’. A great deal of poetry today, like a great theatre writing, seeks to be naturalistic in a way that exhibits little interest in the expanded-dimensional possibilities of music. Imagine music in Mamet or Osborne … or Ravenhill! 

Where the writing is dense or features specifically literary concepts, music can do little to lift the result. Contrariwise, where the sense turns on a sixpence, punning for instance, makes it difficult for music to capture convincingly – notwithstanding that there was a theatrical genre of ‘mad song’ that persisted for a couple of hundred years doing exactly that! Altho music can do ambiguity extremely well, it struggles with irony, except where the musical idiom, eg jazz /cabaret, has conditioned us to expect it.

I often think of music as a child who cannot dissemble its emotions. A child feels and expresses intensely until words, alas, teach it how to mask its truth. Opera springs from the same ground as these primary emotions: love, loss; triumph, despair; animal energy, spiritual exaltation; light-heartedness, hate; revenge, forgiveness; innocence, guilt; wit, doubt; etc. It’s surely no coincidence that the loss of confidence in opera as a form coincides with our general loss of confidence in the over-arcing answers to the big issues of life/death; and the pussy-footing platitudes of public discourse demanded by today’s electronic world?

Poets and composers come in all shapes and sizes, and mating requires a similar sort of chemistry to the physical kind. I would guess that in 99% of collaborations the words come first, in contrast to Salieri’s skit Prima la musica e poi le parole. Leaving room for the music to come in is a subtle art, demanding a great generosity that probably depends on a specific relationship. Walter Becker’s lyrics for Steely Dan look as bare on their own as a stage set before the actors enter – but once Donald Fagen’s music amps up the street energy of its era, no other words will do. The fact that they don’t individualise their writing credits suggest how closely they interact. 

That’s only one example. The Broadway era contained many examples of Prima la musica. A number of George Gershwin’s melodies preceded his brother’s lyrics; tho it would be hard to argue that many of the poi le parole lyrics of Tin Pan Alley qualify as poetry … even if they are often clever, as in Johnny Mercer’s Satin Doll jive talk, or spectacularly tenuous, as in Yip Harburg’s “And tell me what street / Can compare to Mott Street / in July?” The test, to my mind, being would anyone bother to anthologise them separately?

Another essential poetic quality for music is regularity of metre &/or form. This certainly doesn’t mean writing in quatrains or even sticking to lines of a standard length, but it does mean writing with a quality of discipline, a quality of respect for what Pound called The Great Bass (the low frequency oscillation of rhythm onto which the ‘audible spectrum’ of words is modulated) that a composer with a similar third ear can pick up and attune to. The more there are repeated words or phrases, the more a composer can use these to delineate an autonomous structure. Alan Brownjohn’s Unnumbered Road is an excellent example, because it records someone’s fractured memory of a car crash with constantly repeated, occasionally varying phrases, in differing orders. After its performance Anthony Thwaite commented that it was fascinating to see how music can subvert with the rhythmic weight that words would naturally have when spoken.

The final, or perhaps primary, quality music demands is lucidity &/or economy. Dylan Thomas stands on the borderline, his adjectival luminosity makes him immediately attractive, but his fondness for verbose and wandering sentences is probably the reason why relatively few composers have tackled him. I’ve made two song-cycles of his poetry, including one poem -There Was a Saviour- which goes to the outer edge of the syntactic complexity that music can handle – and indeed this only really worked because it was a choral setting so I could use contrasted groups of voices to differentiate the matching elements of his rambling sentences. For this reason 19thC Byronic poetry is almost terminally unmusicable – to set Shelley would, in any case, be to gild a lily. The alternative is a Stravinskyan approach where words are treated as an incidental annoyance of writing for the voice!

The starting point of this article was springs. I find them utterly magical, not just the soft-domed surface of the water but the busy stillness of the bottom of the pool whence the unasked-for life-source flows. Isn't this like the relationship between the creative artist and the world? That spring water itself always existed, only now is it choosing to show itself to us. We are witnesses to what wells up within us, and from this we give out. So it is with wisdom /art /what comes from deep communion with our ‘creative other’; the paradox being that what is most fully within us is also most fully without us. 

We don’t have to ask anyone’s permission for this voyage. If they want it, fine: if they don’t want it, fine. This is the way it has to be for artists, for kids too until the adult world starts telling them how to do it ‘right’. Pools are oases where people of differing temperaments can meet and be nourished. I facilitate one such watering hole in the Ethics/Spirituality/Philosophy Field of the Big Green Gathering, a wonderful anarchic multi-faceted outdoor festival, now in its second decade, on the Mendips, 2-6 August. http://www.big-green-gathering.com/index.html It's a great place to meet people who are purposeful about exploring themselves and their relationship to the planet. 
Primitive cultures don’t do ‘art’, they only do ‘life’, and as a result a profoundly truthful -and thus magical- ‘art’ springs naturally from it. There aren't many places in the modern world where that approach makes sense, but it definitely does at the BGG. You can find people who share your awe at the miracle of existence and who want to live in harmony with all life forms on the planet. 

Magic is what we most crave in our post-religious world. We worship it in the concept of stardom, and to the ‘artocracy’ the power to attract an audience now represents a higher value than the content. Yet where is this ’fluence we all seek to capture and possess? Where it always was, in the natural world, where it comes and goes like the wind. A virtual reality environment in all its glory was never arrayed like the commonest buttercup. Yet now we have all the power over nature we could ever wish for, there is an archetypal need summoning us from deep within the planet to abandon our (Romantic) aesthetic of rampant individualism, with its copyrights and its ownerships, and create a new aesthetic of coexistence, between cultures, between all life-forms. 

This is the principal challenge of this century as well as its great aesthetic frontier. It is, I believe, up to the ‘unacknowledged legislators’ to set the pace. Poets alone are worth nothing to global capitalism, alas and thank god. They alone retain an independent voice to call it as they see it.

� I was alone in Paris, having run away from school, when I first saw Ray Charles in ’63. The psychic energy that he brought to his first European tour created a focus, an incandescent hearth!, that illuminated my darkened skies in a way that nothing in my musical development had prepared me for. I went to his final tour 40 years later with my son, the fire was much reduced, but the embers were still hotter than most people achieve when blowing their hardest.


� My ability to find music instantaneously to clothe feelings, once my stock-in-trade as a composer for drama, is the only kinship I can claim with Schubert. He must have set practically every scrap of poetry he ever clapped eyes on! Simply copying his output would have been a full-time occupation, let alone composing it and earning a living.
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