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‘ 6 nothing mn"g fl"ﬁrll"ﬂ‘l one for the impact of the sounds:
the blaring, blinding swellings of brass and woodwind at
the end of the fourth section as the sun pierces our
eyes; the effortless, serene beaniy of the fluie sarabande
in the fifth section - the exhilarating rapture of the
‘Creation of the World by Music’ ”

“ An extraordinary and moving momeni; an historic evening ”
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‘ his theme is nothing less than an all-encompassing of the
creation of the world and the ascenl of man, ol his
humanity and sell-destructive powers, his scientific
achievemenis and imaginative potential for creative

transcendence ’ ’

Ehristn‘pher Rohinson

Conductor

Clhiristopher Robinson, the presem
organist and Master of the Choristers of
51 George's Chapel, was (rgan Scholar
at Christ Church, Oxford, and was
appointed Assistant Organist a1 Now
Cotlege, Oxford in 1957 He became
Organist of Worcester Cathedral in 1963
and was Principal Conductor at the
Three Choirs Festival there in 1966,
1969 and 1972, He became Organist of
5t George's in 1974, His CHSO
performances of Tippett's Mask of Time
this season mark his 25th anniversary
as conductor of the City of Birmingham
Choir. Since 1977 he has conducted the
(xford Bach Cholr, and for thres vears,
1978 - 15880, he conducted the Leith Hill
Festival.

He was madea an honorary
member of the Royal Academy of Music
it 1980 and President of the Royal
College of Organists in 1982, He is also
Chairman of the Elgar Society.
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“ Tippet is a seer. As often his text is a strange amalgam of
references, a scrap book of verses, phrases, sentences he likes
o use evocatively ,’

¢

‘ ‘ the music is the substance of which the words are

only an emanation ’ ’

‘ ‘ The choral wriling is — desperately demanding ’ ’

‘ ‘ the burning brass mirage of sun - rays, the exquisite
ritnal dance of flutes, harp and pitched percossion in
the ‘Paradise Garden’, the perfect fusion of idea and
imaginative realisation in “Hiroshima’ and the
instrumental preludes of ‘Whitening Light’ , ,
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“ The Mask of Time has so far only had a few performances
since its premiiere in Boston — but already the vocal scores — have
collested some interesting comments (rom previous singers,
To the singer who is to come after me - “Hang in there! It's the
last rehearsal before the performance. [U's come together and
some sections are glorious! = You are in for what at best can be
described as an experience’ ”

\ 4




Choir of S5t George’'s Chapel, Windsor Castle.

It was decreed in 1348 that a choir of men
and boys should lead .the chapel’s services to
the worship of God. The choir is now
composed of twelve Lay Clerks and twenty boys
under the direction of Christopher Robinson.

As well as performing its regular duties
in the chapel, the choir promotes its own
concerts within Windsor Castle and has taken
part in a variety of festivals and tours.
Earlier this year they were involved in a
successful trip to Poland.

We are grateful for donations received in
support of this concert from the following:

Bewley Charitable Trust

John Feeney Charitable Trust
Birmingham Common Good Trust
Estate of Kitty Pratt

The City of Birmingham Choir is affiliated to
the National Federation of Music Societies.
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Saturday 13th May, 1989

7.30 p-m.

The Hask.n{ Time:

Sir Michael Tippett
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Presence

Creation of the World by Music
Jungle

The Ilce-cap moves South-North
Dream of the Paradise Garden

INTERVAL

The Triangle of Life
Mirror of Whitening Light
Hiroshima, mon amour

G...Three Songs:

a) The Severed Head
b} The Beleaguered Friends

c} The Young Actor Steps Out

10. The Singing will never be done
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Sir Michael Tippett (b. 1903)

Sir Michael Tippett (knighted in 1966} is
Britain's foremost living composer. He was
born in 1905 in London, spent his childhood
in Suffolk and studied at the Royal Col lege
of Music. He has always responded deeply to
world events and involved himsel f in
radicalism and pacifism.

His first undoubted masterpiece is the
Concerto for Double String Orchestra {1938-9)
which shows his deep understanding and

assimilation of +folk song. His artistic
response to the 2nd World War was the
oratorio "A Child of Our Time" (1939-41),

perhaps to this day his most well known work.
He composed his own text for this piece, a
facet of his work which has persisted through
his operas and right up to “The Mask of
Time."

While serving a sentence 1in 194 in
Wormwood Scrubs for wartime pacifism, be
ceucceeded Ivor Novello as conductor of the
prison orchestra.

He wrote his first symphony in 1945 and the
opera "The Midsummer Marriage®” during 1946—
92. His other aoperas inc lude "King
Priam" (1958-&61), "The Knot Garden" ( 1965-70)
and "The Ice Break”(1973-76). He is active
in all fields of composition, having written
important piano sonatas, song and chamber
works as well as his perhaps more famous
large scale compositions.
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Founded in 1921 as a counterpart to the
newly Fformed City of Birmingham Orchestra
(now the CBSO), the City of Birmingham Choar
has made a leading contribution to the
musical life of Birmingham for over &5 years.

Its great strength lies in its continuity
of training. Christopher Robinson, who bhas
been Conductor of the Choir since 1964 takes
the rehearsals and conducts the concerts.

The choir usually promotes concerts in

November, December and May, engaging the
CBSO along with internationally recognised
soloists. Modern pieces are often performed

as well as works from the establ ished
classical repertoire.

Some recent inclusions in our pProgrammne:

1981 MESSIAEN: La Transfiguration de
Notre Seigneur Jesus Christ

1983 DANKWORTH: The Diamond and the
Goose (Commissioned for the Choir)

1984 DELIUS: A Mass of Life-

1984 MICHAEL BERKELEY: Or Shall We Die

19846 WALTON: Belshazzar' s Feast

1987 BRITTEN: War Requiem

1988 BEETHOVEN: Missa Solemnis

For details of membership please contact the
Choral Secretary, Mrs M. Caten.
021-474—-2800



The guotation is apposite i+ only because the symphony
itself opened up a new dimension of cosmic exploration in
Tippett's oeuvre. References to his Triple Concerto, and to
King Priam in the latter part of the work, along with a brief
guotaticn from Dowmland's wong, *1 saw my lady weep™ in The
Severed Head, add extra layers of mEaning to a composition
which already boasts a multifaceted text and design.

As a totality, The Mask of Time is a disturbing, even
subversive work, taking many risks - most notably when it is
at its most direct and explicit. It might well have been
conceived instead for the medium of film or of television, so
clearly does it unfold as a succession of images. Yet in the
concert-hall it has a unique celebratory certainty of
emxpression which only a creative artist at the height of his
powers could manifest.

Copyright — Meirion Bowen, 1988

Tippett's The Mask of Time

Meirion Howen

Sir Michael Tippett's The Mask of Fime was one of a
number of works commissioned by the Boston Symphony Orchestra
in connection with its centenary Celebrations in 1981. The
world premiere took place at Symphony Hall, Boston on April 5,
1984, when the Boston Symphony Orchestra and Tang | swood
Festival Chorus were conducted by Sir Colin Davis. The
soloists then were Faye Robinson, Yvonne Minton, Roboert Tear
and John Cheek. The European premiere was conducted by Andres
Davis, at the Henry Wood Promenade Concerts in London on July
23 the same year: and he also conducted the per formance at the
Royal Festival Hall performance on March 2, 1984, which was
the basis of the award-winning EMI recording of the work.

The Mask of Time waz not, of course merely written
response to a4 commission. As with most of Tippett s major
compositions, it was conceived over a period of several VEArS .
Tippett began thinking about its theme and character as esarly
as 1973, By 1977, he had determined its title and format —
the two halves of the work were to be about equal duration
(roughly 45 minutes each) and maybe contain the same number of
movements (he decided somewhat later to add a tenth movemont
that would flow out of the ninth). So, in 1980 he was able to
write the text and begin the music, composing it all directly
into full =core: and from then on he gave it his undivided
attention, completing it by Decembesr, 1982.

Tippett's overall intention in The Mask of Time was to
make mome kind of summatory statement about the nature of
human existence and deal explicitly with the transcendental.
Such an aim has occupied many artists at a comparably late
stage in their careers. A typical example is Gauguin's famous
painting, WNhere do we come from? What are we? Where are e
going® Dther examples can be found gquite easily - William
Blake's Jerusalem, W.BH. Yeats's Last Poews, and so on. The
Mask of Time belongs to this tradition. Doocupying  whwen
performed, a complete concert, it sketches out the evolution
of the world and mankind, demonstrates relationships between
Man and Time, and meditates on man s place in the world as we
know it and in the universe at large.



fAs a compositional project this was Gaturally a tall
order: even more a0 because, +rom the outset, Tippett felt he
had to reject “standard” solutions. Theere was never any
question of his emulating Hayodn's Creation (shich accepts the
Biblical account of Genesis) ar of his Mriting an
idiosyncratic version of the Catholic Mass (as did Beethoven) ,
taking #for granted a particular religious orthodoxy. Nor did
he embrace a composite, alternative philosophy such as_thl.- one
embodied in Delius’s Nietzsche setiing, A Mass of Lite; nor
again did he produce a conflation of sacred and secular, asuch
as we find in Mahler's Eighth Symphony.

Tippett s standpoint had to be a modern one. I-h_f-ell. he
could not ignore the scientific advances which, in this
century, have pushed back the frontiers of knowledge and
communication, whilst esxtending to a tremendous degree our
notions of time and space. Tippett was also guite clear that
he could not come down on the side of one God or al_'lnr.h-r, or
associate himself with any specific ideclogy, religious creed
or intellectual stance.

The world depicted -in The Mask of Time is thus one of
plurality, diversity and abundance. And throughou !:-,_
individual human beings are shown striving to make sense of it
all, both in order sieply to survive, but also in order tao
sustain and celebrate their humanity. At the start u_{- the
work Tippett quotes Ffrom Yeats the image of a whiffler
stalkaing about on stilts in front of a :eruu parade — an apt
analogy for someone trying to assert an identity amidst the
melee of experience, as well as a metaphor for the artist
seeking to preserve the integrity of his mESSage.

Insscapably, too, the work embodies many of Ti_pputt's
lifelong preocccupations. First and foremost is  his
fascination with notions of Time. Already when he was a
student in the 1920°s, he was aware that new concepts were
becoming prevalent through the exercise ni.thn scientific
imagination. He read, currently, H.G. Wells®' Men Jike Gods
(1921) and was much enamoured of its presentation nf_ a future
utopia. Une of his sarliest efforts at componition was a
piece for chorus and orchestra based on a didactic passage on
Time in that book.

A decade or =o later, reading Henri Bergson and Jung
alerted Tippett to other ideas on time; and his choral u-url.;,,
The Vision of 5 Augustine (1963-3) crystallised n-ut_ui his
perception of the psychological nuance which Augustine had

given to concepts of time . This intricately wrought

composition became 1tself a beacon for the futures _!nr 1he
Hask of Time includes many incidental “visionary® ep;-nnde_f. an
well as a final climax of radiantly ecstatic wordliess sINging.

Another tacet of The Mask of Time, developing a leitmotif
evident in much of hic Previous work, is what Tippett swes as
a "polarity betwsen knowledge aobtained through intellectual
proceases (the knowledge of scientists) and that obtained from
deen fnner sensibilities (the knowledge of creative artistsi~.
This dates from his firat contact, in the 1730w, with the
writings of Jung, who seemed to him to articulate more clearly
his own perception of a world lurching towards another war and
a holocaust. (A Child of ur Time (1938-9) - probably
Tippett's best known Composition - jig steeped in Jungian
reterences and paraphrases._)

Writing The Magk of Time, however, Tippett was above all
influenced by Jacob Bronowski s HBBC-TV series and book, The
Ascent of Man (1973). He saw in it a model for the kind o+f
composition he wanted to Compose. He knew he could not rival
Bronowski's unified Conception, its blend of scientific and
artistic insights. But he thought he might match its humane
vision and even something of its imaginative breadth. Thus in
preparing his text, Tippett often paraphrased Bronowski. For
instance, in the seventh movement, where he depicts the
research by alchemists into the possible mutation o+ the
elements, he : drew directly on the opening of Bronowski's
Chapter &, “The Hidden Structure™, Later in the chapter ,
Bronowski wrote of the “dizzy hope that we can march from the
primitive processes of the first coppersmiths and the magical
speculations of the alchemists to the most powerful idea in
modern science: the idea of the atoms.*

In the same movement of The Mask of Time, Tippett +ollows
along the same path —"Unbind the structured atom”. Earlier in
the work, in the third movement, Tippett's text is indebted to
Bronowski’'s account of nomadic life at the mercy of the
elements, and the emergence of settled societies as a result
af “genetic accident® amonget wild grasses producing *“the
first breadgrain-bearing plants Cultivated by, and dependent
upon, the post Ice Age man. " The threat to the Paradise
Garden in the Surieeding movement i signalled by the Uentaur
that jumps the wall; “Iln a sense, warfare wWag created by the
horse, " wrote Bronowski.

The viewpoints of Tippett and Bronowski are not, however,
identical . For Bronowski, the Scientific achievements of the
century, Jjustify confidence in the future ascent of man,
notwi thstanding the upheavals and catastrophes, and evidence
of a loss of nerve, a retreat inte Ien Buddhism, "falsely
profound guestions" etc. Tippett iz more reserved, more
sceptical. His stance is that as an artist he has to detend
values that are in danger of being ignored or obli terated by
soCietties which have put their economic resources primarily at
the disposal of technology. It is a theme to which he returns
repeatedly in his talks and Pasays.




So, in Tie HMask of Time, there is no erlebration of
science, of the new world of metaphor copened up by guantum

theory or whatever. Instead ii is the perversion of
scientific discovery which is brought sharply into  the
foreground. For Tippett could not clese his mind to the many

inhuman consequences of technological advance, especially in
the strife-torn epoch through which he himself has lived. For
him recent history has often resembled the natural world in
which there are *"fixed® and frequently horraific and pointless
cruelties, an everlasting struggle of prey and predator (cf.
the third movement, Jungle, herel.

To a large extent, Tippett's inspiration in The Mask of
Time was +fuelled by travel - especially in America, which he
first vimited when he was sixty, in 1965, and came to regard
as his spiritual second home. In particular, he #f2l] in lowe
with the canyons and mesas of the Far West. Monument Valley,
an Indian reservation in Arizona, haunted him deeply. With
its red rocks eroded into pillars and castles over millions of
years, it seemed to him a living embodiment of timelessness.
Tippett also made several visits to see the pyramids and
temples of Mexico. The fourth movement of The Mask of Time
not only mentions to.the viclent rituals enacted at such sites
in the past, but alse refers to the famous echoing courtyard
at Usmal. And the paradise garden portrayed in the fifth
movement became something of an actuality when he visited Bali
in the course of a world tour.

Reading and watching television also provided Tippett
with extra material that he could accumulate and later sift
for compositional ends. For example, Annie Dillard's Pilgrim
at Tinker Creek and the many nature programmes o television
({most notably David Attenborough’s Life on Earth) offered him
ideas and images wvividly apposite to the Jungle movement in
The Mask of Time.

in another period, Tippett might have been tempted to
call his work an oratorio. But its richness of content and
tormat - a miscellany of ingredients arranged to illuminate
one or m@more central ideas (in the composer's oDwn words,
"fragments or scenes from a possible ‘epiphany for today'*1 -
suggested more an allusion to the Renaissance masgue, together
with the ambiguous and ironic connotations &f the modern
spelling, Mask. Hit text is consciously indebted to T.S.
Eliot's The Waste Land — in a wimilar manner, guoting and
juxtaposing sharply contrasted images. And his music has a
related manner of presentation, enhancing dramatically the
verbal ideas and structuring them into a coberent whole. Im
this respect, The Mask of Time is closer in conception to
Monteverdi "s Vespers (14100 than to the symphonical ly
organised large—scale cheral compositions of a later date
fsuch as HBeethoven's Missa Solesnis).

It is, for a start, dominated by =inging: in its entire
duration there are only a fow purely orchestral episodes,
There is a Monteverdian variety, also, in jits SCoring = hence
the description, “for voices and instruments™: and although Lk
entails a large choir, #four soloists and an orchestra that
includes extensive percussion, six horns and a Saxophone
amongst its brass and woodwind, there are relatively few big
perorations involving all the performers. Tippett's wvocal and
instrumental textures are heterogensous enough to make up an
elaborate mosaic scheme overall.

Inadvertently, perbaps, Tippett follows Honteverdi in
making one chord the fulcrum of his opening movement: it might
be considered the Ur-sound of the whole work, invoking an
immense, eternally present universe with choral ululations on
a single word, Sowund. Tippett ends his work also with a
counterpart to Monteverdi - a great surge of msulti-layered
polyphonic writing, a visionary transformation of the initial
sound-metaphor . Whereas MHonteverdi’s Ffinal pagews, hoWever,
are thematically unconnected with his opening, Tippett's last
movement is a kind of metamorphosis: the decorations and
sequences of fourths surrounding the original chord in the
first movement are lifted into the foreground .

When Tippett wanted a model for some incidental purple
passages in the work, he deliberately drew upon Honteverdi:
listen to the soprano and mezro—sopranc duetting exaltedly
together at the end of the third movement, as “the mocking
bird falls and time wunfurls across space like an oriflamme”;
the Monteverdian source here was Nigra Sum in the Vespers.

At one stage during its conception, Tippett toyed with
the idea of making The Mask of Time a theatrical masqQue ac
wuch. But gradually he decided that all the drama could be
concentrated into the musical techniques he was to use, and
into the roles and relationships enacted by the soloists and
chorus. Throughout the work, in fact, soloists and chorus are
sharply polarized against wach other. The tenor soloist
intervenes early on to make a personal comment, and in wo
doing, he provides an important clue to an understanding of
the work: “All metaphor®, he sings — and The Mask of Time is '
indeed all msetaphor: #or that is the only way an agnostic
artist might view the world. i

The final song of the ninth movement is, -for this very
reason, allotted to a young actor - as if Tippet wanted 6
echo Shakespeare’'s famous lines: *All the world's a stage ...
and pne man in his time plays many parts®. The tenor; guoting
Yeats at the start, stands also for the artist, who “stalks
on® through life, through history- a recurrent idea in the
work (cf. Orpheus’'s song in the ninth movement).




Much of Tippett's music an The Mask of Time is both
naively pictorial and symbolic in a manner often encoun btered
in Monteverdi, Bach or Haydn. Examples abound; a percussion
cadenza +or the stampeding bison in the fourth movement; a
ground—bass theme, made up of two Eriplet components SEepars e
by a thump on the bassi-drum, which conjures an image of the
Charaot of Lite lurching forward {(maybe with a broken axle!)
in the sixth movement; violent rhythmic roulades on  brake
drums, symbolising SGhiva's dance of destruction, at the close
of the eirghth movement .

But while Tippett ' s treatment of the text is consequently
sectional - so that there are as many stops and starte as in
Ronteverdi's Wespers - the music still retains a sense of
continuity and coherence. For example, in the #ourth mOvEmEn T
there are recurrent calls to attention on the drums; the four-
bar introductory orchestral msotif returns to introduce the
final section, and also the tiny interlude for woodwind and
organ preceding the section “Clamber downwards to the dark”
comes back in an dinverted form before “We clamber up the
staircase stone by stone”™. Above all, the opening Sound motif
recurs mokt tellingly near the end of the Jungle movesent and
the climax of the cry of Orpheus (in the ninth movement) -
"Dare, Divinang, Sound™. Other words are brought into the
limelight in much the sSame way. The stuttering rhytha of
"Exploring, Exploding™ and the winding lyrical phrases of
“Turning, Returning™ are also aptly inserted at the start of
the Shelley s=etting and of Orpheus’s song, respectively.
"Resounding”™ alwo offers an important motif to which Tippett
can refer in "The Ice Cap Moves South North™ and at the Cclose
of the Shelley movement - in sach case providing a contextual
image, enabling individual deaths to be understood within a
milieu, that of unavoidable human mortality. Listeners to the
work will soon realise that the work has an inherent unity
that offsets its sheer profligate diversity.

This comes across also in the deployment of soloist and
chorus. Az in the Ffinal part of Haydn's Creation, the
soloists in the +4ifth movement of The Mask of Time become
named individuals, though they are still generalized as Man,
Women, Ancestor, and Dragon: a carefully balanced group,
encapsulating the state of blissful communion between humans ,
the supernatural and animal world, and sEparating out when the
paradise dream fades. The intimacy of this movement is
enhanced by the use of a chamber choir for the madrigalian
treatment  of lines +4rom Milton, and a small * A company ing
ensemtyle.

Thereafter, in the =econd part of the work - centred on
wtai Albort Camus succinctly desrribed as "the divorce between
thee mind that desires and the world that disappoints” - the
soloists, though not named, have strong andividual identities.
In the sixth movement, the tenor stands for the poct Shelley
charting (as in a dream) the horrific triumpna! progress of
the Chariot of Life; tnen Shelley himsel#, in actual li¥e,
defying the elements and druwaiing.

The keening soprano solo of the eighth movement, set
against a4 male-voice humming chorus, provides the work with a
searing climax = an archetypal threnody in which t hae=
composer s most humare and compassionate feelings =
unforgettably amalgamated. Subsequently, the baritone in the
ninth movement overtly takes the role of Orpheus; the merzo—
Soprano is a representative of the imprisoned anti-Mazis
hoping for deliverance into freedom; and the tenor finally is
the young Greek receiving oracular advice #from Zeus. All
three htere are unmistakably the vaices of hope. Their ardent
outpourings are then fused with those of the chorus in a
culminative surge of music cued in by the finale phrase of a
Siegfried Sassoon poem worth quoting inm fulls:

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;

And I was filled with such delight

As prisoned birds must find in freedom,

Winging wildly across the white

Orchards and dark—green fields; on—on- and out of sight

Everyone s voice was Suddenly lifted;

And bwauty came [ike the setting swn;

My heart was shaken with tears; and horror
Drifted away . . . 0 but Everyone

War a bird; and the song was wordless;

the singing will never be done. (my italics.)

Lastly, it is & strength of Tippett's musical language
that h2 can in this work unleash such a torrent of invention,
yet convey such an impression of control, clarity and
cohesion. Hi= musical style here is summatory to the extent
of incorporating guotations #from his own and other COMpOSEers
works, without in any way sounding stale or obvious orF
gimmicky . I+ for the key word Sovund, he could creaste an
almpst magically +#resh motit for the equally important word
Space, he had one already to hand in the opening of his Fourth
Symphony - a bluesy clash of minor and major thirds
characteristic of Tippett's music as a whaole; the tenor line
superimposed upon it here continues in the same vein, with a
final B flat that is just as much a blues note. Later, the
idea recurs near the close of the Jungle movement, the soprano
and mezzo-soprano intensifying the bluesiness yet further.



The City of Birmingham Choir is also
giving a perform e of this work at a
LBSD concert on Thursday 11 May 1989
at 730, with the same soloists. These
will be the lirst Midlands performances
of this major new choral work.

WHY NOT COME TO BOTH
PERFORMANCES?

A discount of ong pound will ba allowed
atl the Town Hall Box Office w anyvone
hooking for the CBS0 concert on 11 May
and the City of Birmingham Choir

concert on 13 Mav. GBS0 season ti th
Iulldl rs Iumhl show 1|u ir 1 )
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