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Strange bedfellows

Surprises all round as a pair of unlikely
couplings give Paul Driver a thrill

t was a fairly bracing surprise to find
myself in the chapel of King’s College,
Cambridge, not to hear some glorious
Renaissance polyphony or the exquisitely
sung Christmas carols for which the
place is world-famous, but for one of the
most rebarbative early pieces of
Birtwistle. This was the closing concert,
given by the Birmingham Contemporary
Music Group under Oliver Knussen, of a
three-day festival, Secret Theatres,
marking Birtwistle’s 80th birthday.

And, in fact, just before, at an evensong
in which the choir was directed by
Stephen Cleobury, there had indeed been
an outpouring of such Renaissance
mellifluousness — music by Robert
Fayrfax — alongside a Lullaby and motet
(Pange Lingua, from his opera The Last
Supper) by Birtwistle himself. Little
incongruence here between
modernism and the
Renaissance, or the uniquely
vaulted suwrroundings — for
choral singing never changes
all that radically. But later it
was a different story.

Silbury Air, flaunting its
deceptive title (no music less
aria-like), brought into the sanctuary —
or nave, anyhow — a thudding, strident
evocation of prehistoric Wiltshire. The
drummer was like a pagan hierophant,
though not lifting his sticks up high, as
requested on occasion in the score; nor
was the pulsing textural insistency as
searing in the cathedral acoustic as it is
apt to be in, say, the Queen Elizabeth
Hall. But the work fared better than his
short, overture-like Carmen Arcadiae
Mechanicae Perpetuum, whose jostling,
juggled interior rhythmic mechanisms
were not ideally distinguishable.

Acoustics were not, though, a bar to the
vivid, driven, two-movement Chamber
Symphony by Richard Causton, organiser
of the festival, nor Patrick Brennan’s brief
but highly effective “spectralist”
excursion, Polly Roe; even if Alexander
Goehr’s new chamber symphony,
...Between the Lines, with its intricate
contrapuntal working, would have
|benefited from a more focused resonance.
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