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Will Serious Music Become Extinct?Will Serious Music Become Extinct?Will Serious Music Become Extinct?Will Serious Music Become Extinct?    
 
The other evening, after my usual full day of writing music, I turned on, as so often, BBC Radio 3, and was immediately 
immersed in Bach’s St Matthew Passion. I felt privileged to be put so easily in touch with one of the greatest creative 
minds in our history; or, to be more specific, put into contact with a mind which had so singularly drawn together into 
one glowing unified whole such diverse cultural threads, religious, historical and literary, alongside musical traditions of 
composition and performance. I reflected that, through education, I have access to all this, even to the extent of feeling 
myself in a happy and complete union with the work, while at the same time regretting that the vast majority of people is 
unaware of this richest of possible listening experiences: not only unaware, but often actively antagonistic towards it, 
deeming it elitist, the exclusive domain of the elderly, or even of the semi-moribund, irrelevant to contemporary life, the 
product of a long-dead European white male. 
 
Yes, I know the Bible upon which the work is based, I understand the German text, I know something of the rather 
peculiar Christian protestant theology permeating Bach’s work, particularly in the cantatas, and the polyphonic and 
baroque traditions behind the musical composition and its performance are familiar enough to enable me to appreciate 
efforts to create the original sound-world of the music. Most importantly, I can read music. 
 
I reflected further that much of Bach’s output, in common with so much music of his age and before, was written for the 
resources of a relatively small town, to be performed immediately, as ritual, by and for ordinary, not particularly privileged 
people, where all members of society had, in theory, access to major musical experience through sometimes 
compulsory attendance at church. Each town had at least one respectably competent Kapellmeister, and although 
Bach, particularly, had one eye on God and eternity, he and his contemporaries were mainly thoroughly practical in 
making music within the realms of the spiritual and musical comprehension of its original executants and listeners, while 
often stretching these capacities, with no compromise on the part of the author. It is clear for whom Bach was writing: 
God on the one hand, and his colleagues (performers and congregation) on the other. If a Kapellmeister held a court 
position too, so much the healthier for his working environment. 
 
I can even record that broadcast performance, to enjoy again; or I can buy a commercially available recording of the St 

Matthew Passion. This is the first time the music of the past, and, be it said, that of the present, has been potentially 
available to all, even those well out of range of live performance. I mentioned the majority out there which has no interest 
in, or is unaware of Bach, but we must not forget that, through performances, broadcasts and recordings world-wide, 
he reaches an audience huge beyond his imagining, part of a phenomenon unprecedented in music’s history. But for 
whom do so-called serious or Classical composers write now? 
 
Before I embark upon the practical conditions pertaining today, I would like to express my own perhaps rather 
idiosyncratic and personal reading of the historical reasons for the increasing distance between composer, performer 
and audience in much of the previous century. This was to do with the breakdown of tonality, the fracture of rhythmic 
structure, and the paradoxically extremely Romantic attitude of composers who, while rejecting the principles of 
Classical and Romantic musical composition, were prepared to write for a very small audience of like-minded listeners 
in tune with their sound-world. 
 
The collapse in the early 20th century of the tonal system of related key-centres in art music, the fall-out from which 
effects all of us, willy-nilly, was regarded positively by many, often even as historically inevitable. Established hierarchies 
were undermined by ever more frequent changes of key, and by the use of chords where a pivotal note, with which the 
ear could quasi-instinctively relate all the notes of a chord, became increasingly obscure. The fragmentation of rhythm 
meant that the ear could not cope with sequences of note-lengths unrelatable to heartbeat or to any regular metric 
impulse. Moreover, after World War II, musical form itself, so dependent upon acts of memory to make connections and 
comparisons, underwent metamorphosis far beyond that envisaged by Schoenberg in Erwartung, or in his other early 
works where recognisable repetition of material was carefully avoided. 
 
In his Technique de mon langage musical of 1944, Messiaen expounded his extremely influential rhythmic theories: 
there are no fewer than six chapters on the subject, where “rhythm” is dealt with as a unilinear sequence of note values 
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(crotchets and quavers etc),  each of which can be augmented or diminished at will, building rhythmic “personages” 
quite unlike anything in the Classical music tradition. If we think of any rhythm in the simplest unaccompanied melody 
line in classical music, as in, say, a Bach violin partita, we realise it cannot be written down merely as a line of note-
values. The pitches through which the sequence is expressed are indivisible from their rhythmic function, with, hidden 
inside or under the given note-values, an unstated but implied steady pulse, an implied harmonic rhythm, with 
sometimes in practice a different rate of change of harmony, note-lengths which form part of an upbeat, an accent or an 
afterbeat, “masculine” and “feminine” accents, and an internal hierarchy of expectations of four-bar phrases and eight-
bar sentences which may or may not be modified or contradicted in the event.  
 
The point I am making is that the rhythm of pre-20th century European art music cannot be simply expressed in a single 
line of crotchets and quavers, but that, intimately bound up with the pitches through which they are expressed, rhythm 
and tonality build a multi-layered time-space, with the harmonic tonic, or main key-note, acting as the rough equivalent 
of a vanishing point in visual perspective, and with the rhythmic superpositions (from individual cell down through 
phrase, sentence, paragraph, up to section and beyond) building a multi-dimensional cosmic clock at the very heart of 
the music, pulsing life through its whole fabric, even in an unaccompanied partita. 
 
In musical form-building in the 18th and 19th centuries, such tools, the equivalent of those used in the architecture of 
cathedrals and palaces from medieval times on, were taken for granted, and enabled composers to build their huge 
formal structures in sonatas, quartets, concertos and symphonies. When the usefulness of such tools is questioned, 
and their application undermined or dropped, or even ignored through ignorance, the consequences can be shattering, 
as the baby disappears down the drain with the bath-water. 
 
For instance, how often do we hear performances of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony where the conductor has the opening 
two bars’ rhythmic motif take on a life unrelated to the stepped-accent notes of the first four bars (the D longer than the 
E flat, very precisely notated by the composer), leading through to the key-note C, thereby outlining the “quest” of the 
whole movement? Such lack of understanding leads to the hammered end of the movement sounding like a 
compositional error by Beethoven. 

 
In the 1950s and ’60s it was common to see the century-defining musical revolution as having been initiated circa 
1913 by the composition and performance of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre and Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, with respectful 
back-glances to Debussy’s La Mer, Wagner, Liszt etc. This revolution became, for many, ongoing, possibly perpetual, 
with very conscious reference to related concepts in communist practice under Stalin and Mao. In my time as a student 
in Italy in the late ’50s, all Italian composers of my generation were communist. The public, it was believed, would 
eventually be persuaded. Among the most avant of the avant-garde, nothing before Anton Webern was worth 
considering, and it was perhaps even more politically and musically correct to start writing music again from tabula rasa. 
Particularly demonised was the first audience at Schoenberg’s Verklärte Nacht of 1899 in Vienna, which hissed at an 
unprepared dissonance, thus demonstrating its bourgeois backwardness and decadence. Indeed, 40 years later, in a 
lecture given at the University of California and subsequently published in that most influential of treatises Style and 

Idea, Schoenberg claimed that “the emancipation of the dissonance – I mean the comprehensibility of the discord – is 
equal to the comprehensibility of the concord.” 
 
In my experience in the 1950s and ’60s, the new music audiences I encountered would have had great difficulty in 
recognising an unprepared dissonance among the fragmented plethora of notes swirling past. Thinking again of Vienna, 
one must remember that well into the 20th century there was a great tradition of Hausmusik: the bourgeoisie met to 
play chamber music together as good amateurs, so that a practical and literate knowledge of music was then very 
common. 
 
In Britain, by the 1960s and ’70s, there was indeed plenty happening out there, with a healthy amateur choral tradition 
throughout the country, and decent music education in schools, ensuring that many young people could read at least a 
line of music competently, and with many having choral and instrumental experience; there were also brass band 
traditions, a flourishing church music scene, particularly in the cathedrals, a culture of youth orchestras, and increasingly 
wide interest in folk music. However, the younger generation of serious classical composers by and large hardly 
engaged with all of that, and there was precious little cross-fertilisation between the so-called avant-garde and what for 
most people counted as “real” music. This was to everybody’s, and to music’s loss. Those who frequented 
contemporary classical concerts did so with commendable enthusiasm, and sometimes in most encouraging numbers; I 
remember splendid encounters with Stockhausen, Cage, Boulez and others when the BBC Promenade Concerts were 
under William Glock’s direction, where one could believe, perhaps, that they demonstrated convincingly the way new 
music would turn in the future. 
 
…there was precious little cross-fertilisation between the so-called avant-garde and what for most people counted as 

“real” music. This was to everybody’s, and to music’s loss. 
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However, the nature of the listening experience was hardly up to the standard of the Vienna Verklärte Nacht audience’s; 
the notes of prepared or unprepared dissonances were accepted en bloc uncritically, listeners engaging with densities 
of texture (not harmony), speed of articulations (hardly layered rhythmic structure audibly integrated on large and small 
scale), height or depth of tessitura, but scarcely encountering with an informed critical faculty either long-term 
architectural design, or short-term phrase and sentence pattern. All this is inevitable when certain parameters involving 
memory (memory with reference to musical events in the present work, and a life-time of works heard hitherto) are on 
the back-burner or even absent, making it well-nigh impossible for the usual musical processes to create expectations 
which are either fulfilled or bettered, except in very general, wholly unspecific terms.  
 
The language was vivid, exciting, and stimulating in many new ways, but ultimately blunter, and in particular less suitable 
for the construction of large-scale architecture: the equivalent of cathedrals in sound. It was as if the vanishing of the 
tonal centre and of the rhythmic hierarchies of tonal music had brought all events to the music’s surface, any interior 
dimensions having to be read or projected into the sound by the listener, much as, with the disappearance in abstract 
art of perspective with its vanishing point, one finds oneself (indeed it is often hard not to do so!) reading 
multidimensionality and perspective into a flat surface where none has been intentionally structured. 
 
Since then, many composers have tried to “rectify” this situation, both engaging with large forms, and writing music for 
school or amateur use, reintroducing elements into their work which are part of an ongoing musical lingua franca. One 
must also not forget that there were and are many composers who never subscribed to the revolution outlined in the 
first place, or who were but little involved in or influenced by it. It is also worth pointing out that in my adopted home, 
Scotland, the names of Judith Weir, Sally Beamish, James MacMillan and some younger composers have been getting 
through to a sizeable and noticeable minority. 
 
The audiences at the BBC Promenade Concerts in London continue, by and large, to welcome new works, so that one 
wonders where these people have gone when a Royal Festival Hall or Barbican concert with new music is half empty or 
worse. This is in sorry contrast to other art forms: when a new play, novel or exhibition is announced, enough of the 
general public responds to make the enterprise successful. 
 
The root causes for this have a great deal to do with the historical background I outlined, but further comments are 
necessary, I feel, to explain the antipathy or downright opposition felt towards all new serious or classical music in 
quarters beyond the “in” minority: not to dwell on the total ignorance of its nature or even of its existence by so many. 
Many concert-giving bodies, from symphony orchestra boards to small, local music societies, have a knee-jerk reaction 
to any proposed performance of, say, a work of mine: “We can’t possibly do that, the audience will mainly stay away, 
and those that don’t will hate it”. And I am a relatively well-known and established composer. 
 
Successive governments have cut back on music education in state schools to the extent that music specialists have 
become a rarity. It is not uncommon for very large schools to have nobody on the staff who can enthuse students, at 
both primary and secondary level. This is very much a question of teacher training: not only can so few teachers read or 
write musical notation, so useful in a musical culture where literacy is such an asset, but the music teachers themselves 
are entirely unfamiliar with or unaware of the world of classical music. Can we imagine the teaching of English in 
circumstances where the teacher not only does not know any poems, novels or plays, but cannot read? 
 
Let me make it clear that I do not advocate force-feeding children with a culture of classical music. One has only to 
think of all the people put off Shakespeare or Mozart for life after bad teaching at school. I have often said that a place 
cannot come to life musically unless or until the inhabitants make and perform their own songs and other kinds of music 
which are relevant to that place, and to the lives of the people who live in it. Moreover, there can be no real 
understanding of music without creating it. Can we imagine teaching art without ever encouraging children to draw, 
paint and make sculptures? 
 
…a place cannot come to life musically unless or until the inhabitants make and perform their own songs and other 

kinds of music which are relevant to that place, and to the lives of the people who live in it. 

 
In my limited time spent as a school-teacher from 1959-62 at Cirencester, in a mixed non-specialist state grammar 
school, it became clear to me that, unless they are blocked by bad teaching, or have special problems, nearly all 
children can improvise and compose music competently, in groups and individually, given the minimum of opportunity. In 
a school of 500 or so boys and girls, I had a school orchestra and a junior orchestra, all started very much from scratch, 
plus a choir of about 40, which could perform standard repertory, or be expanded to over 200 for a work like the 
Monteverdi Vespers. The sixth-formers founded a very small and specialist choir, called Pro Musica Optima (as if my 
choir wasn’t!) to sing more difficult music and works written by themselves.  
 
All these performing groups were available for the children to compose for: one did not hinder their creativity with 
arcane rules about consecutive perfect fifths, except for examination purposes, but tried to have the children produce 
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something as close to and, in the circumstances,  as good as their own pristine creative vision. Also, in ordinary classes, 
I divided the pupils into small groups, with each group composing small, collective music-theatre works where words 
and music had to be written out, so that other singers and instrumentalists in the group could read and perform 
accurately. I should note that by year three the classes could sight-sing simple works in three parts, unaccompanied. 
 
All this would have been impossible had I not been supported by the county education authority in Gloucester, which 
provided, free, the instruments for the orchestra, and tuition for the children by peripatetic teachers. It goes without 
saying that, with so many instrumentalists, a more “popular” musical culture flourished in the school too: it is both 
musically and spiritually demanding to improvise jazz, play pop music by ear, and to invent pop-style songs about the 
traumas of adolescence. The standard of work in other subjects was thought to be helped by all this music-making, 
which not only encouraged the mental and physical skills of playing and singing together (I underline this “together” in 
red!) but, perhaps just as significant, helped the children’s social skills. 
 
Had I not served my time as a school music teacher, I would not have been the composer of Eight Songs for a Mad 

King and other music-theatre works. I learned more about liberation through music from the Cirencester children than 
they ever learned from me, and than I learned at specialist new music festivals like Darmstadt or Donaueschingen. It 
followed that not only could I take groups of children to perform standard repertoire, works specially written for them, 
and music by children themselves to the Bath and Cheltenham Festivals, the Royal Festival Hall in London etc, with 
radio and television broadcasts thrown in; but also when taken to a concert as audience, be it a standard symphony 
concert, a BBC Invitation Concert, or a first airing of new music at the Cheltenham Festival, these young people made 
excellent and informed listeners, with blazing but stimulating arguments about the concert’s qualities in the bus home 
afterwards. 
 
I learned more about liberation through music from the Cirencester children than they ever learned from me, and than I 

learned at…Darmstadt or Donaueschingen.  

 
Just as it is now in the community on the island of Sanday, Orkney, where I live, with its fiddle group and chorus, and on 
the mainland of Orkney with its church choirs, orchestra, pipe-band, brass band, reel and strathspey societies, festival 
chorus, folk festival etc, so was music in Cirencester a healing and binding element, both in the school, and in the town. 
 
It is not only the cut-backs in state music education in schools which are partly, at least, responsible for the lack of 
interest in classical music among young people, leading to concerts where the heads of listeners are often mainly grey 
and white. It is also due to the lack of success of people, like myself, who could have done more agit-prop work, and to 
the lack of constructive innovation on the part of concert-giving bodies. Neither must we forget the relentless peer 
pressure put upon young people to conform: to like the latest pop group unreservedly and exclusively, as part of a 
culture where sporting the latest “in” clothes, haircut, TV lore, street language etc is not only de rigueur, but defines 
one’s quality as a clan member, and as a human being, where any outside interests or knowledge are derided 
vigorously. 
 
This demands some further consideration of the aims of our education system, in relation to society as a whole, and to 
the place of music within this framework. What happens at school or college is only a part of the story: the main 
influence on most people’s lives is now television. With a huge choice of commercial channels, aiming to make as much 
money as possible out of as many people as possible in the shortest possible time, the lowest common denominator 
prevails, so that the best efforts of channels with the remnants of “public service” ethics – informing, educating, and 
entertaining – are well-nigh swamped in a sea of dross and advertising. “Freedom” in broadcasting has come to signify 
simply the freedom to scrap any quality and maximise takings by providing programmes for people who “know what they 
like”. You only really know what you like when you can make an informed choice, and our education system hardly 
provides for that.  
 
You only really know what you like when you can make an informed choice, and our education system hardly provides 

for that.  

 
One can look at circulation figures for the “popular” papers in comparison with their so-called “highbrow” stable-mates 
and realise that most people leave school with a restricted active vocabulary of just a few hundred words, and that the 
very act of thought is thereby severely restricted. Whether the government realises and capitalises upon this or not, this 
is convenient for those in positions of power, insofar as the majority of the population remains indifferent to, or has not 
the vocabulary to evaluate constructively politicians’ stated policies, even though these are now stated in oversimplified 
terms, determined by popular press vocabulary and the attention span of a television commercial sound bite, so that it 
seems that this section of the press sets the political agenda, and the method of the TV commercial becomes its modus 

operandi.  
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Perhaps not only our children, but all of us are being educated to become good, docile consumers, in order to boost 
“economic growth”, which appears largely to be synonymous with all of us putting ever more money into the pockets of 
the few super-rich. And so we become incapable, or perhaps just unwilling, through pressures, to question the status 
quo. The drug to perpetuate this is television, which is now the opium of the people, helped and underwritten by an 
education system which fails to challenge all its implied commercial values, with real thinking and informed criticism by 
the majority prevented from the outset. Of course I am playing devil’s advocate, but I overstate the position so baldly in 
order to highlight what is more dangerous than a mere trend. 
 
There is a history in both folk music, and in some fairly recent pop music, of social and political criticism, but the only 
music most people know – pop music – has become a big business beyond anything ever before imagined in the 
musical world, playing its part in drugging constructive, creative thinking. In rare circumstances where this music does 
give rise to controversy, the texts are even more right wing than our more extreme politicians, inciting racial or sexual 
violence. To some of us living in a world where the arts are part of the fabric, it can come as a shock to realise that the 
majority, particularly of young people, is unaware that music can be “abstract”, that is, without a “vocal”, and that a 
musical work can last more than the length of a pop single track. Most could not name one living “serious” composer, 
nor name Britain’s most celebrated composer, Purcell, and certainly they would have no conception of his time, or his 
place in it, nor be able to quote a melody of his. But then, neither would these same people be able to summarise the 
plots of a couple of Shakespeare’s plays, nor quote a few lines. Ironically, they couldn’t name our political parties nor 
their leaders, but then, this apathy possibly quietly fits the agenda. Does all this matter? 
 
Until recently, anybody interested in music could have borrowed scores from a public library. If you are lucky now, you 
can pick up bargains as these libraries sell off their musical collections for pennies, in order to fill the vacated shelves 
with more “relevant” material, to be borrowed more often, which “pays its way”. At this rate, there could come a time 
when libraries will stock textbooks, self-help DIY texts, and Mills and Boon, exclusively. Studying a musical score online 
is a very poor substitute for handling a printed one, and the computer sings a subliminal note, against which it is very 
hard to read and imagine music in one’s head. Buying new scores is for the majority prohibitively expensive. Browsing 
the music shelves in Swinton and Pendlebury public libraries as a boy was a formative experience for me, and I bet I 
was the only one, ever, to borrow some of that music, which determined my career. Was it worth it? Obviously not, by 
today’s values. 
 
I shall make two, quite trivial observations which provide, without further comment, a little gloss on these remarks. One: 
it is indicative that in so many television programmes – some seemingly high-minded documentaries suffer irredeemably 
from this characteristic – if we are left with a space between words, the rhythm machine is switched on, pumping out a 
few seconds’ worth of mindless, brittle muzak, demonstrating the programme makers’ lack of faith in our powers of 
concentration, and trivialising any visuals. Two: it is depressing how many guests on Desert Island Discs, whose work in 
their own field one admires, choose no classical music whatsoever, while displaying familiarity and even erudition in 
other cultural fields: a huge lack of awareness, for which I can’t help but feel just a little responsible. 
 
While classical music may be experiencing some difficulties in the concert hall, the availability of music on the web 
perhaps signifies a new and positive development. I have a website, organised by my manager Judy Arnold, from which 
anyone with a computer and credit card can either download a sequence of my works, of the customer’s personal 
choice, with relevant programme notes elegantly provided, or order up a CD of the same, to be sent through the post, at 
a much cheaper rate than a CD bought in a shop. Up to now, there are over 70 titles, increasing monthly, and the 
response is most encouraging, from all over the world; at least there are people out there wanting to listen, with 
sufficient numbers to stimulate further investment in new titles. 
 
Bearing in mind that the possibilities of performance and recording of new classical music in the concert hall are at 

present limited, is it not a good idea to compose music which, from its conception, has the downloading of a recording 

in mind? 

 
Here I would like to digress briefly, along a minor but potentially interesting loop. Bearing in mind that the possibilities of 
performance and recording of new classical music in the concert hall are at present limited, is it not a good idea to 
compose music which, from its conception, has the downloading of a recording in mind? Those who know electronic or 
computer music will realise that this is its usual discipline, but with modification of sound and balance available in the 
studio recording of instrumentalists and singers, and the relative cheapness of the means, going online in this way could 
influence mightily the sound of the composers’ works. No need to ponder the concert-hall balance of flute and 
trombone; all can be creatively modified with the adjustment of a control. 
 
To return to our London orchestral scene: there are the BBC Symphony Orchestra and four other main orchestras, 
along with other professional chamber orchestras and groups, seeking to fill, night after night, the South Bank, the 
Barbican and the Royal Albert Hall. Taking their lead from pioneering work done by Kathryn McDowell, Ian Ritchie and 
the Scottish Chamber Orchestra (SCO) in the 1980s, all these orchestras, along with opera houses and groups like the 



 6

London Sinfonietta, have their “outreach” programmes. In Scotland, I was commissioned by the Strathclyde Regional 
Council and the Scottish Arts Council to write ten Strathclyde Concertos for the Scottish Chamber Orchestra featuring 
their principal players. With each concerto there was an accompanying outreach/educational programme, whereby a 
young composer – here, James MacMillan, Sally Beamish, Ian McQueen, Alasdair Nicholson and others – would each 
undertake to encourage children in selected Strathclyde schools to compose and perform, with members of the SCO 
and their own school team, new works whose kicking-off point was the particular Strathclyde Concerto I had just 
composed. All the participating children would meet up, just prior to the first performance of my new work, to play and 
hear their own new works, with the various school orchestras, chamber groups and the SCO. Then finally the children 
would come along, well primed, to hear the first performance, in Glasgow City Hall, of my own new piece. I remember a 
group of girls after the first performance of my cello concerto saying how much they enjoyed my music, but wasn’t that 
other thing I conducted (a Schubert symphony, as it happened) a bore? I realised that we had done a part of our work 
well enough.  
 
The terrible thing about these outreach/educational programmes is their more often than not transitory nature. The 
schools in question have usually just one term’s follow-up, and without a solid background of literate musical education 
in the particular school, the value of the exercise is diminished. Perhaps far better in such circumstances to encourage 
workshops in pop music, jazz, or Indian music, where, within highly developed traditions, writing and reading skills are 
not essential. Relevant here, I feel, is, for instance, the fine tradition of choral singing in South Africa (surprisingly similar 
to dying traditions in Genoa and Sardinia in Italy), which could really de-inhibit our schoolchildren. 
 
In the sense that a little prior study and knowledge help towards listening and participation, of course classical music is 

elitist, along with any other field one could mention, from science, to literature, to football. 

 
I am aware that many, even in the most respected bastions of musical education, regard the very knowledge of music 
notation as “elitist”, and consider that classical music itself is elitist. In the sense that a little prior study and knowledge 
help towards listening and participation, of course it is just that, along with any other field one could mention, from 
science, to literature, to football. It is only in music that these inverted snobs take this line. It can only come from early 
fears and resentments: “Because I believe that such things can only be irrelevant to my life and circumstances, they can 
be of no significance to anybody who is not somehow toffee-nosed and a snob”. These people would deny the likes of 
me, a working-class boy from Salford, access to some of the most wonderful thought defining our very civilisation, along 
with the possibility of contributing to that civilisation with any gifts with which nature might have endowed me. I will 
always fight for access to the best in our civilisation to be available to all, even to the lower-paid working man and 
woman, and to the underprivileged of all hues. However, with inverted snobs of the sort mentioned, and with successive 
governments demonstrating a lack of concern for cultural standards, particularly in education, it is hardly surprising that 
orchestras, museums, theatres should be forever struggling, strapped for cash. 
 
One can hardly blame the schoolteachers; in my time there have been at least four complete overhauls of the school 
curriculum, with so many directives for change from on high. With insufficient discussion with the teachers who have to 
implement these directives, it is surprising not only that there any teachers left at all, but that by and large, even if often 
bewildered and a little confused, they remain cheerful, positive and upbeat. Moreover, with teacher training time now so 
often inadequate to prepare teachers for what they must face in the classroom, it is hardly astonishing that music has 
fared badly. It is a tragic waste of human resources that some are more concerned with keeping a semblance of order 
among their mutinous and resentful charges than with opening doors to any kind of life-enhancing cultural opportunities. 
 
Last year the government produced “The Music Manifesto: more music for more people”. This is a splendid, very 
political document, full of promise, but without mention of dates for implementation of proposals, or mention of practical 
resources. For example, “we believe that over time, every primary school child should have opportunities for sustained 
and progressive instrumental tuition, offered free of charge or at a reduced rate”. “Over time” is blurred indeed, and no 
mention is made of practical organisation: when it could happen in relation to an already full timetable, who will foot the 
bill, who will cope with head teachers (and I have known a few!) who see such things as useless, decorative “frills”. 
“Every child should have access to a wide range of high quality live music experiences and a sound foundation in 
general musicianship”; “We will promote effective curriculum delivery for music throughout secondary schools” and so 
on: all most worthy, but I await the practical follow-up. At least it is a signal of good intentions. 
 
In some schools there is a great satisfaction because computers are available, upon which the pupils can compose 
music. The computer notates and records, with no effort on your part, what you play on a little keyboard. Harmony, of a 
kind, can be added automatically, as well as rhythmic backing tracks. Each student works away with personal 
headphones, alone in the tight little musical world available, and everyone is very proud of the technological 
achievement, and of the production of original musical composition. 
 
Music is, or was, a social activity. You composed it for, and rehearsed and performed it with friends and colleagues. 
Here, in a world where already so much of life is spent in computer isolation, music becomes yet another solitary 
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occupation. For exams, pupils are required to produce not only original compositions, but exercises in harmony. These 
can be done on the computer, and the machine can check for errors, such as parallel perfect fifths. When I taught, one 
insisted that harmony exercises be resolved away from any keyboard, imagining the sound inside the head; and one 
checked for errors by the group sight-singing the results in four parts, listening out with one’s own pair of ears.  
 
I am sent, unsolicited, much new music to consider for conducting with orchestras, or, solicited, by the Society for the 
Promotion of New Music, for possible inclusion in its concerts. It is often dreadfully clear that the music is computer-
generated, with automatic processes and little guidance from any “inner ear,” and with little awareness of syntactical 
and grammatical procedure. Parents and teachers complain bitterly when a prospective college composition student is 
rejected because a computer-generated and -recorded work is submitted; to the unfamiliar or initiated such 
compositions can sound convincing enough, but the substitutions for creative thinking are manifest. I am not saying that 
the computer cannot be used creatively, with imagination and flair, in the composition and notation of music, but it 
cannot substitute for thought processes. Technology can be a wondrous aid, but it cannot take over and direct. 
 

I am not saying that the computer cannot be used creatively, with imagination and flair, in the composition and notation 

of music, but it cannot substitute for thought processes.  

 

Once in a tertiary music college or a university music department, a composition student pursues a practical and 
academic course, with the occasional opportunity to hear a work rehearsed and performed, usually by fellow students, 
and occasionally by an orchestra such as the BBC Philharmonic, which has collaborated with the Royal Northern 
College of Music and Manchester University. But practical experience is normally limited, and at the end of three or four 
years, a student receives a paper qualification as a composer, but leaves with not enough worldly know-how. Far better, 
I think, would be an apprentice scheme, whereby, under the watchful eye and ear of someone experienced in each field, 
a promising young composer could be lent to a local choral society, brass band, primary or secondary school, television 
or radio station (assuming this requires some new music), or to professional and amateur orchestras, chamber music 
societies, and drama groups.  
 
I find it distressing that, when a new work is in rehearsal at, say, Covent Garden or the Royal Festival Hall, there are very 
seldom composition students there learning the ropes, getting the feel of the situation before they experience their own 
rehearsals under these very circumstances. It is this lack of practical experience among many later 20th century 
composers which, along with the arcane nature of much of their music, so alienated musicians. A profound lack of 
insight into how the collective mind of, say, an opera chorus, or of a symphony orchestra works, together with a 
disregard of practicalities, produced many an unproductive confrontation, rather than a fruitful collaboration.  
 
Not for a moment am I advocating that a composer should compromise inspiration’s nature in its realisation; just that 
one should work, as far as possible, with a practical knowledge of any difficulties in the work one might expect, being 
prepared with practical advice as to how these may be resolved, when that moment of baffled confrontation occurs in 
rehearsal. However, I must be careful in what I say; members of orchestras, conductors etc used to accuse me of 
exactly this lack of practical knowledge. I remember in 1965, against my better judgement, for the sake of a quiet life, 
rescoring a long passage where the trumpets of a respectable professional London orchestra claimed that what I had 
written was impossible to play. Ten years before, I had written a sonata for trumpet and piano for Elgar Howarth and 
John Ogdon, which, though it was much more difficult for trumpet than the later offending orchestral passage, they had 
successfully performed, and which every trumpet student is expected to play today. Also these days the said orchestral 
passage is sight-read without difficulty or comment, which always makes me quietly smile, I hope not too smugly. 
 
A dozen or so years ago the Hoffmann Report, on behalf of the government, recommended that, to save money, two of 
the London orchestras, the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and the Philharmonia, should be scrapped. There was an 
outcry, and the orchestras are still there, still competing for the same audiences with the same repertoire in the same 
concert halls. It is regrettable that there are not more concerts and outreach/education programmes in association with 
the authorities in the towns and cities close enough to London to benefit. This would take imagination, leaps of faith, a 
belief in the value of orchestral music, and money. 
 
Scottish Opera had a great opportunity to do something similar, and of inestimable value. I claimed earlier that no 
community is musically alive until it creates and performs its own music. I know Scotland somewhat, and believe 
outreach programmes could have gone out from Scottish Opera into local communities and, with the guidance of the 
excellent composers and musicians available, created musical works using and adapting a musical lingua franca which 
is natural in situ. Again, South Africa could have been the model, in part. It would have taken vision and courage, and a 
mighty energy to counter prejudice, and also the drugging effect of that universal narcotic, television; but it would have 
been a way of making music theatre/opera work among ordinary people, with words and music vital to their 
understanding and aspiration, at a personal and community level. Once aware of the possibilities, and of the existence 
of such things, such people could have chosen to go into central Glasgow or Edinburgh to see Figaro, or Cav and Pag. 
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Without education, without information and practical experience, “choice” is without meaning, and becomes an 
expression of ignorance and prejudice. 
 
Without education, without information and practical experience, “choice” is without meaning, and becomes an 

expression of ignorance and prejudice. 

 
It is interesting to compare what happened to Scottish Opera with what happened to Norwegian Opera, in much the 
same kind of financial crisis, remembering that the population of Norway is slightly less than that of Scotland. In 
Scotland the opera’s money has been whittled away to pennies, and the permanent chorus sacked. In Oslo the 
government responded by increasing the opera company’s money mightily, and building it a new opera house. So much 
for the new Scottish parliament’s faith in Scotland’s cultural future. 
 
To my utter astonishment, last year I was offered the position of Master of the Queen’s Music. The brief was to raise the 
profile of “serious” music, and providing music for Royal occasions was entirely optional. I accepted, in a spirit of 
optimism and idealism. I know there are some who questioned my integrity, and found it difficult to reconcile my enfant 

terrible reputation from the 1960s with becoming such an “establishment” figure. I have always accepted jobs where 
the territory was new to me, such as writing film music for Ken Russell, or a work for the Boston Pops; and this new 
position posed problems I had never faced, to do with communicating with large, non-new-music-specialist audiences, 
under conditions quite unfamiliar.  
 
I believe that, if new classical music is to succeed in the 21st century, I could perhaps help, in a very minor way, to 
contribute to that future, through this position specifically. On June 6th, as part of a Royal concert in Westminster 
Central Hall to mark the 60th anniversary of the end of World War II, I shall conduct a new work with the combined 
forces of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, the Central Band of the Royal British Legion, the London Symphony 
Chorus, the trumpets of the Royal Military School of Music, Kneller Hall, and the boys of the choirs of St Paul’s 
Cathedral, Westminster Abbey, Westminster Cathedral, the Chapel Royal - St James’s Palace, St George’s Chapel 
Windsor and the Chapel Royal - Hampton Court. This is my own initiative, and must be done without compromise, and I 
have been happy to learn from works like Britten’s War Requiem and works by Prokofiev and Shostakovich, to help me 
pitch it right. There is no guarantee I shall succeed, but at my age, increasingly, I feel there is nothing to lose by making 
an honest effort. 
 
I saw it as part of my new job to become involved with Kneller Hall and the Royal British Legion. I have never been an 
absolute pacifist, realising that, but for the armed services between 1939 and ’45, I would not be here. It was absolutely 
necessary to fight Hitler. However, I am well aware that, for the first time in history, the British armed forces were 
recently hijacked on behalf of a foreign, possibly illegal fundamental-religious neo-colonial crusade, causing dismay 
even among some military, as well as among informed and thinking millions here and abroad. Under these 
circumstances it is important to me not only that I signal understanding of the predicament and moral dilemma faced by 
the military, but that I actively support those involved in military music in the most practical way possible, remembering 
that The Queen herself is a Head of State, outside politics, for whom I can work openly and honestly, while making 
known, as a private citizen, what I see as a betrayal of democratic principle, and the perversion of the very meanings of 
freedom and democracy, when imposed on a long-suffering people with fire, pillage, mass detention and worse. 
 
I am also quite involved with Westminster Abbey and the Chapel Royal. I have even written two complete masses, while 
standing well outside orthodox religion. As the authorities at Westminster Cathedral said when they commissioned a 
Pentecostal Mass from me, they had commissioned Britten, and he was not a Catholic, and they had commissioned 
Vaughan Williams, who was an outspoken atheist: it is the music which is of interest. I have always found religion 
fascinating, though I respect contemporary secular intelligence and curiosity more. I have read Aquinas, Boethius, 
Augustine, Donne etc with care and found the buildings and artworks expressing Christianity, and loaded with 
symbolism and complex iconography, an inspiration. While understanding that religion is there to help us come to terms 
with our mortality, and to define groups and bind people together, I have thus far never felt the need to be bound to 
such a group, and what the faithful assure us happens to us after death is of such a speculative nature that I have not 
become involved.  
 
St Augustine wrote, “Fides est virtus qua credentur quae non videntur. Nos quidquid illud significat faciamus, et quam 
sit verum, non laboremus”. (Faith is a means by which those things that are not seen may be believed. We may believe 
whatever it signifies to us, not troubling as to how true such things might be.) I am quite happy to look around and think, 
“After death I shall be part of that.” I don’t quite know what “that” means, but it implies something which, very 
occasionally, through the music I am writing, becomes almost tangible, but for which, for me, words will probably always 
fail. Occasionally the preoccupation with a personal salvation and everlasting life can seem exaggeratedly self-
preoccupied and hubristic, as sometimes happens when I hear that holy spot in the Today programme, and the 
concepts become both illusive and exclusive. No, for me religion remains a wonderful work of art. 
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Both great religion and great art make us aware of the deepest questions at the heart of things, as indeed does great 

science. 

 
Perhaps great religion has this in common with great art: it is not there primarily to offer comfort, but, pace King Lear, to 
make manifest “the mystery of things.” Both great religion and great art make us aware of the deepest questions at the 
heart of things, as indeed does great science. This is precisely the attraction of classical music, and it too takes time to 
work its magic, needing time to unfold in performance, and time spent in preparation, and one must allow time for first 
impressions to sink in and mature. This puts its survival in a world of instant coffee, junk food and the instant sound-bite 
under some duress, particularly as it not only flouts this modern “instant” principle, but also cannot, except under very 
unusual circumstances, be exploited for instant profit, because a symphony or an oratorio is an expensive minority 
interest. It can only survive because it is considered of cultural significance, and a part of the essential fabric of our 
civilisation. 
 
Particularly in Austria, among our European friends, classical music is an integral part of life; the British Government 
even has an ambassador in Vienna who not only is totally fluent in German, but has a music degree from Oxford and 
participates as an excellent cellist in chamber music. When I, as a humble classical composer, visit Austria 
professionally, there are television cameras at the airport, and interviews for the main TV news. I mention this I hope not 
from hubris, but to point out that such a thing is inconceivable in Britain, except for pop stars.  
 
There are reasons; in Austria, classical music has been composed in and about the place for hundreds of years, and 
people are generally not only comfortable with it, but proud of it. At last year’s Carinthian Summer Festival, I gave the 
keynote speech at the opening ceremony. The Prime Minster should have been there, but he had been buried the day 
before. His acting deputy sent a message. Other government ministers, for culture, foreign-affairs etc, were there, 
including the right-winger Jorg Heider, who had to sit through me enumerating the disastrous musical consequences of 
Austrian cultural policies in its Nazi years. But something of Austria’s cultural vigour, and belief in classical music for all, 
in particular for the young, was brought home to me at a performance, in the full main theatre of Villach, of three of the 
children’s music-theatre works I have written for Orkney schools over the past 20 years, for the St Magnus Festival. Five 
hundred or so schoolchildren took part on stage and in the orchestra pit, in excellent performances. I never experienced 
anything quite on that scale in Britain. 
 
Here we had, in the first Elizabethan  age, as well as before, a musical culture second to none in Europe. In the 17th 
century Purcell was as brilliant a star as any in the firmament. At the time of Bach, we had a German import, Handel, 
who was first rate, but through the times of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and into the 19th century, the musical scene 
here was of less interest. With the late-19th century renaissance of British music, above all with Elgar, and into the 20th 
century, with Holst, Vaughan Williams, Britten and that whole pantheon, we can hold our heads high, and I would insist 
that today we are producing not only performing musicians as good as any in the world, but some of the most 
accomplished and distinguished composers. However, when I conduct orchestras in Europe, there are always ex-pat 
Brits there because there was no job for them in Britain, or because conditions and salaries in our neighbours’ countries 
are so much better than here. We have five opera houses, Germany has over ninety, and comparison in the orchestral 
field is similar. In Germany the artistic community is complaining bitterly about government cuts, but in comparison with 
Britain, they are still in clover. 
 
All performers, to be really alive, must be in a mutually constructive and beneficial relationship with contemporary 

thought and culture, and this means with real, live composers.  

 
The roots of a thriving classical music scene need three nutrients, of which the first is music education, and the second, 
resources: however this is perhaps a poor proposition for a government wishing to be perceived as prudent with tax 
payers’ money, and where the private sector, though taking a real interest, has no tax incentive to contribute. The third 
nutrient is new music. Classical music cannot become a museum culture, however tempting for some such a 
proposition may be. All performers, to be really alive, must be in a mutually constructive and beneficial relationship with 
contemporary thought and culture, and this means with real, live composers. The composer-in-residence schemes of 
some orchestras are splendid and I warmly welcome the announcement of the Royal Philharmonic Society’s Composer 
in the House scheme which kicks off this September with the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra. I benefited from such 
arrangements with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, the Royal Philharmonic and the BBC Philharmonic. In writing 
numerous works for their players, and conducting innumerable concerts with all kinds of repertoire, I learned so much 
from the musicians involved. I would recommend all composers to grasp any such opportunity. Perhaps it seems 
daunting, as an inexperienced conductor, to stand in front of such a group of players, but if you have prepared well and 
are honest, its members will do all they can to help, and make the performances work. 
 
The present and past British governments’ attitudes to our cultural heritage have been bizarre enough, and I do not wish 
to make unfair comparisons, but I would like to quote, as a warning of how bad things could get, Moshe Levin on the 
post-Soviet attitude to these things in the new Russia: “Not content with looting and squandering the nation’s wealth, 
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the ‘reformers’ mounted a frontal assault on the past, directed at its culture, identity and vitality. This was no critical 
approach to the past, it was sheer ignorance.” I think we should at least be warned of the possibility. 
 
Classical music is such an integral part of European culture that it should be regarded as a thing available to all by right. 
No longer does it alone occupy central attention in our musical world; many other kinds of music are, quite rightly, up 
there with it. I pointed out that the masterpieces of classical music are the sound equivalents of the great cathedrals, 
and I trust nobody is thinking of leaving them to rot. 
 
Aemulamini autem charismata meliora (But be ye zealous for the better gifts); when our very existence is threatened by 
climate change, we can only strive and hope that civilised institutions can continue. I would dearly love to be more 
people than just one: to spend more time performing, to dedicate more attention to music education at all levels, and 
even to what I think of as agit-prop for classical music. But the daemon that drives me is musical composition, and 
unless I spend most of my time involved in exactly that, I feel I am not fulfilling my real role as a creative human being. 
Sub specie aeternatatis, this is a very small matter, but, thinking again of the St Matthew Passion, perhaps it wasn’t 
always so small and could even be not such a small matter again. I believe that classical music has a future, assuming 
we, as a civilised society, have any prospects at all. However, one must never forget that, not far into the 17th century, 
when, with Shakespeare and Marlowe, we had the best theatre in the world, this was all destroyed by an unsympathetic 
government, under the influence of what we would today call the religious right. 
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