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This clarinet quintet, commissioned by Steve Johnson for tonight’s concert, has
grown out of ideas — musical, emotional and philosophical - that have grabbed
me over recent months, mostly while | have been in, near, above (or engaged in
study of) the stunning ruined abbey at Rievaulx in North Yorkshire. There are
three movements, running without a break.

I: From the Tumult of the World

“Everywhere peace, everywhere serenity, and a marvellous freedom from the
tumult of the world”. So Aelred, Abbot of Rievaulx from 1147, described the
atmosphere of this place. That didn’t come immediately, however, as the
conflicting bells of nearby Byland caused considerable interference and distress
in the early days.

Il: Angel in a Thermal

Looking down on the abbey one afternoon | was suddenly struck by a sense of
the angel-like privilege of being one of the first generations of humans able to fly.
“What would Aelred have thought of this?” | wondered. Maybe he too was able to
rise up above the earth —in his imagination and his spirit at least.

lll: Variations on “Live with me and be my love”

We come back to earth for a set of variations on a tune which | wrote at the end
of last year for one of a set of Shakespeare songs for the English Music Festival—
and for a completely different kind of angel.

Although there are only five performers tonight you should be able to count
seven instruments, as two of the string players will be alternating between
instruments tuned as normal and instruments tuned a quartertone flat — hence
the bell-like resonances in the first movement and as the tune melts away
towards the end of the Variations.



