Mentioning the music of Ireland to most people brings forth images of "a bit of a diddly-dee" around a few (sic) pints of Guinness. The Guinness is certainly an accurate part of the picture, but recent years have seen a remarkable surge of creativity and output from contemporary Irish composers who view themselves much more in the mainstream of Western European Modernism than in an isolated national situation, however rich its folk music history may be.
The number of recent works making considerable demands on the player and listener is still few in number, but not without interest. Over the past few years the present writer has sought to begin the creation of a corpus of serious contemporary recorder music of professional performance level. This project is on-going with new developments and several more commissions currently under discussion. The principal criterion in any of these commissions has been that works be of a seriousness and substance without concessions to the supposed limitations of the recorder. Beyond that, composers have been entirely free to write what they want, with no obligation imposed being imposed to create music aimed at a particular audience of any kind. The first two composers commissioned (both with financial assistance from The Arts Council of Ireland) were Benjamin Dwyer and Siobhan Cleary. 

Benjamin Dwyer - Crow (1999) - for amplified Tenor Recorder and Tape

Benjamin Dwyer first heard the present writer playing contemporary Japanese recorder music in the vast acoustic of Belfast Cathedral in 1996 and was immediately fascinated by the possibilities of the instrument. One of the first suggestions that he made for a new recorder work was to take the traditional idea of the recorder's associations with bird song and adapt this to a newer, darker vision of black birds. A sense of the performer being overwhelmed by complexity seemed to be an idea that appealed in our early discussions and suggestions were made of using recorders, the player's voice reciting poetic texts and percussive instruments, to build up a multi-layered and highly complex structure of great virtuosity. As these ideas grew, the addition of a narrator was also considered
Then, towards the end of 1998, Ted Hughes, the poet laureate, died, and the composer decided that he wanted to make the new work, not necessarily an "in memoriam", but at least an homage to this tremendously influential poet. The black birds idea led inevitably to Hughes' 1970 collection From the Life and Songs of the Crow (1) and added a new dimension of emotion to the work. The narrator and the percussion were abandoned and a more paired down, dark sound world of recorder pitted against electronic tape was envisaged. The imagery of the poetic cycle is powerful and bleak. Hughes himself said "In our time the heroic struggle is not to become a hero but to remain a living creature simply." (2) Hughes attempted to address the violence of the modern world by using the emblem of the crow – ‘It is black, solitary and non-musical. It is an eater of carrion and so is dependent on death and destruction’. (3) The violent nature of this existence, and the bleakness of so much of Hughes' vision of history and the future (especially his use of apocalyptic or post-nuclear imagery) have coloured the musical response of the composer. Allied to this is the traditional association of recorders with death, and the pagan quality that can be created in the recorder sound. In particular the opening poem's ritualistic repetitions influenced the character of the tape part, and the overall sense of darkness.

'Black was the without eye
Black the within tongue
Black was the heart
Black the liver, Black the lungs
Unable to suck in light.
Black the blood in its loud tunnel
Black the bowels packed in furnace
Black too the muscles
Striving to pull out into light
Black the nerves, Black the brain
With its tombed visions
Black also the soul, the huge stammer
Of the cry that, swelling, could not
Pronounce its sun' (4)

The other main material of inspiration came in the form of the anonymous text of the John Dowland song 'In Darkness Let Me Dwell'

'In darkness let me dwell, the ground shall sorrow be,
The roof despair to bar all cheerful light from me,
The walls of marble black that moisten'd still shall weep,
My music hellish jarring sounds, to banish friendly sleep.
Thus wedded to my woes, and bedded to my tomb,
O, let me, living, living die, till death do come'.

While the Hughes poems provide the overall mood, much of the musical material in the recorder part is based on the Dowland song. The work divides roughly into four sections. The first is quasi-improvisational in nature but with phrases based on fragments of the Dowland song.

Another fragment takes a series of notes from Dowland and transforms each of these into a specific event. It is important to realise that, at this stage, the musical material of the Dowland song is not intended to be recognisable as such, but a reverse development process will change this in the final section of the piece, as we shall see.

The second section builds in intensity through a long scale rising chromatically. This is made of figures placed in boxes, which can serve as material to be repeated, or improvised around, for a given length of time. Each semitone rise is marked by a percussive (gun shot) sound in the tape part. As this section progresses the recorder part explores more and more of the extreme high register and, in combination with the amplification (discussed later) and the addition of a range of vocalisations, creates an extremely dramatic effect building to a central climax.

Section three marks a complete change of character. Gone is the frantic struggle and the violent, oppressive style. This is replaced by a vision of desolation in which the recorder part is largely free pitched; using various glissandi on the finger holes, and pitch variations with labium vibrato. The Dowland song fragments transfer to the tape part, where the melodic shape of the original song becomes more apparent.

The final section takes the first three phrase fragments of the Dowland song and sets them as a quasi-organum (the voice of the player singing the same phrases a perfect fifth below the recorder).

In addition to this melodic use of the voice, the player is required to vocalise certain sounds, both simultaneously with recorder sound and as voice only. These, the composer states, are to "add a new set of timbral sounds to the music and heighten the dramatic nature of the music." (5) The vocal sounds employed are as follows:

1. 'SHHHH' ff with glissando
2. 'CHAAA' fff
3. 'HAAA' sffz with glissando
4. 'SSSS, ff with glissando

The dramatic impact of these sudden vocalisations is made the greater by the absence of the recorder sound in them, as the effect of the instrumental musician coming out from behind the protective barrier of the instrument makes for a more immediate challenge to a listener's perceptions of instrumental music. Many of these devices were employed after discussions between composer and performer, allowing the composer to adopt an approach of asking "what would happen if you....?" and being able to observe at first hand the impact of certain effects. This has had the result that extended techniques, where they do occur are used in the sure knowledge of what effect they will have, rather than being used for their own sake.

The Electronics

The prospect of playing with electronics is one which sends a shiver down the spine of many recorder players, redolent as it is with images of over serious black polo necks earnestly sitting through long stretches of the most peculiar noises with no apparent musical content. In this day and age we have, however, seen such an increase in the speed and capability of electronic music processing equipment that such a view is now seriously outmoded and the use of electronics in recorder composition is something which is not only important, but capable of great power and even beauty. In Crow the electronics are relatively straightforward; a pre-recorded tape part against which the recorder part is set, and plain amplification of the recorder sound.

The Tape part of the work was created first and the recorder part written partly as a response to it. The very nature of a pre-recorded tape part throws up some very interesting challenges for the performer. While it is an inevitable consequence of live music that no two performances are ever the same, a pre-recorded tape remains unchanged every time it is played, and this dichotomy presents a powerful metaphor for struggle; the recorder part must fit with the tape part, and yet at the same time the live musician has the desire to play with a certain natural flexibility, while the unyielding tape remains completely rigid. The balance, far from forcing the recorder player to become a mere mechanoid, presents opportunities to interact with the tape differently in each performance. At the same time (especially in the second section) the percussive gun shot noises in the tape part indicate an unyielding change of the musical material from one box to the next, while the content of the boxes remains as a flexible, quasi-improvisational, material.

The tape part consists of a variety of synthesised and natural sound sources, manipulated to vary pitch and length, and to create multiple layers of the various sounds. The opening sections are underscored by a continuous low noise made from a guitar sample, manipulated by pitch adjustment and multi-layered, resulting in a continuous low presence with something of a menacing quality. This underlying noise serves to tie together the opening sections and provide a unifying foundation for the several phrases of material in the recorder part. Other sound sources in the tape part include struck piano string and snare drum sounds; chimes and tam-tam samples from computer generated sources; breathing sounds; a 17th century Italian harp with voice sample, and voices recorded with text. This use not only of bits of the Dowland song in its original (sung) form, and ritualistic repetitions of Latin text (6), but also of breathing sounds adds a degree of unity with the vocalisations that occur in the recorder part and reflect, on another level, the frequent references to voices in the poems; whether these be voices heard by Crow, the voice of God, or Crow's own attempts to speak or sing.

In the second half of the work, after the climactic outburst, the mood changes markedly. The extremes of struggle and violence are no longer apparent and the overall feel begins as one of serenity (or bleakness, depending on your outlook) and the removal of the, until now continuous, low noise comes as something of a relief. However, it is in this latter section that the breathing noises are used to their fullest extent and their overtly sexual nature is impossible to ignore. (7) The juxtaposition of this overt sexuality in the tape part with the very quiet and intensely controlled melodic line in the recorder creates a section of tremendous power. This is only compounded by the fact that the use of the voice in a quasi-organum lends the recorder part religious overtones quite at variance with the tape part and is, of course, intended to bring about discomfort in the listener.

Amplification

The general dynamic level of much of the first half of "Crow" is loud. The range of dynamics required in the recorder part extends from pppp to ffff with a fortissimo possible requirement at the climax. There are also frequent requirements for sub ff or sub pp as well as a range of sfz and fp markings. In addition many sections rely on a constant and rapid change of dynamic colours. All of this is achieved through the use of flexible amplification as well as the more standard variations of articulation. In performance, the present writer has used a conventional vocal microphone mounted on a boom stand and set at a distance of about 10" away from the recorder, at the height of the labium. This is fed directly into the same console as the tape part and both are then relayed through the PA system. By control of the space between the labium and the microphone, the conventional range of dynamics available can be greatly widened. Additionally, by placing the labium of the recorder very close to, or even on, the microphone and using strong articulation, a remarkable range of sfz effects is available, and these can be made into fp and sfp gestures by use of articulation combined with rapid pulling away from the microphone. The dramatic performance aspect of this type of microphone use is an additional (and, at first, unexpected) bonus.

"Crow" is not a comfortable work for an audience, but neither the composer, nor the performer should feel in any way obliged to make allowances for the audience in this regard. Has it not always been one of the goals of new art (not only music) to challenge, even to unsettle, an audience? This performer is proud to be able to claim that he has achieved marked physical reaction in performances of this work. These have ranged from startled shock at the completely unprepared explosive opening, through obvious discomfort about the more blatant sexual references, even to tears (once). It is the firm belief of this writer that music which is capable of inducing strong reactions (maybe negative at first, but virtually always turning to positive, with understanding) is not only rare today, but even rarer amongst works for recorder, and such pieces deserve all the exposure that they can be given. As with all art, what may shock today won't shock at all in a few years’ time. We can only enjoy the power of the effect while we can.

Peter Wells
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