A conversation with Peter McGatrr:
Love you big as the sky (Lindisfarne love song)

for 40-part unaccompanied choir

Extracts from conversations between Peter McGarr and James Jarvis on 14-16 December 2006

On composition

Peter McGarr: | don’t think any composer really
knows fully what he’s doing, because he can't
because of the nature of acoustics. You can just aim
for this “middle”, you can aim to get things
approximately right. If a composer says that he’s got
it all right... he’s never got it just right.

James Jarvis: That's interesting. My brain isn'’t
wired up that way, to conceive of something out of
nowhere and then it ends up as a piece. | need to
be given the piece and then see what | can make out
of it.

PMcG: The only exceptions to what I've just said are composers who are based in certain
acoustics. If | was always going to write for Ely Cathedral, you would know exactly what
you're getting. But then maybe not though, because of how the choir's feeling, how the
conductor’s feeling, how the atmosphere is on the day. It's like trying to snatch air really.

JJ: Do you hear the music as different music
when it's performed in a different space, is that
what you're saying?

PMcG: Yes.

PMcG: | mean, this piece, “Love you big as the
sky”, is going to be different for every member of
the audience because of where they're sitting,
isn't it? How can a composer write that into the
score!

JJ: Well, you can’t determine the experience of
every single listener, not just because you can'’t
control rather simplistic things like where they
are sitting relative to the performers but because
you can’t control what’s going on in the listener’s
head. They may have had a good day, a bad
day, they may like this kind of music or they may
hate it. You can’t determine their experience.

PMcG: That is all part of the approximation I'm
talking about. All part of the whole big thing. As
long as it's technically competent, as long as
there’s nothing crazily wrong with it, it's just like
grasping at air really, that's what | think.

JJ: I've performed pieces that | love on days when | wasn’t up for it, wasn’'t engaged with it,
and I've had a ho-hum or even a rubbish experience performing a piece that normally | really
like; and that’s not just a random member of the audience, that's someone who'’s intimately
involved in making the performance. Even then you can have a bad day.



On “Love you big as the sky (Lindisfarne love song) ”

JJ: Where does the text come
from?

PMcG: It's based on a poem
called Lindisfarne by Jean
Laurence, which I've used as the
basic structure in the centre.

PMcG: It kind of starts off as night
and stars walking through the
night looking at the stars and then
it kind of focuses on one point of
actually ~ coming down to
Lindisfarne. It takes lots of
different forms of music as well,
motets, I'm being very inarticulate
aren’'t I?

JJ: It's also... | often think it's a bit of a strange exercise to try and rationalise in a verbal way
what a piece of music is about. If you could express it in words why would you use music as

the medium for it?

Janet Tye: It's been such an enormous part of your life, well of both our lives really, for so

long...

JJ: No pressure on us, then, to deliver a decent performance of it!

PMcG: On a practical point, how big a score can the singers work from?

JJ: Well the Oxford Tallis score is almost the size of a broadsheet newspaper, certainly larger

than the Guardian is now.

[general argument about paper
sizes followed by laughter]

PMcG: This is important!

JJ: It is important. A lot of the
discussion about Jaakko’s piece
was about how many bars can | fit
onto one page, how shall we
prepare the performing material
so that it's usable?

PMcG: I've not looked at the
Tallis, |1 don't even know what it
looks like, on purpose. | heard
one piece a composer had done,
he had had the score in front of
him all the time, he had copied
Tallis’'s techniques, | have hardly
even listened to it because | don't
think...

JJ:  That's very interesting,
because Jaakko's notes for
Tentatio say that trying to copy
Tallis’s compositional style in 40

parts would be an exercise in futility. The fact is it's been done. | doubt anyone trying to write
real counterpoint in 40 parts would do any better; it would just come out as a pale imitation.



PMcG: Yes, but sometimes if you look at something through half-closed eyes you can make
something new out of it. Like with a renaissance painting, you can see the shapes and the

structure.

JJ: But you've not done that because
you've not actually opened the score.

PMcG: No, I've never seen it.
JJ: Have you heard it?

PMcG: Yes. On a stereo all you can
really hear is a few treble parts.

JJ: Yes, it is mush, you need surround
sound to tease out the individual melodic
lines, on a CD you pretty much just hear
blocks of harmony moving around.

JJ: The time we did Spem at St John’s
Smith Square, you almost saw the sound
going round the room.

JJ: That must have been the biggest
distance we've ever had between the
choirs because it is the only time that the
time lag became a really big problem. |
was whinging at choirs 4 and 5 for
lagging behind and then | wondered how
they could sing behind but sing perfectly
together and eventually the penny
dropped. They were looking at me as if |
was completely barmy because they

knew perfectly well they were singing on the beat. Once we worked that out, | asked them to
try to sing fractionally ahead of the beat; then at least one person in the room would hear the
piece roughly okay. But there you go: you were talking about every person in the room
having a different experience, particularly of a piece like that, there was really only one person
in the whole auditorium who would have heard all the parts roughly in synch.

PMcG: | purposely have not listened to his music. But there is a memorial to him in
Greenwich, there is a plaque on it with his epitaph, | have worked a little bit of that in towards

the end. It's a really beautiful little
thing.

PMcG: I've put your little memories
in as well.

JJ: Hmm yes, well we'll see...
PMcG: | like things to be personal.

Janet Tye: You spent quite a lot of
time timing the lighthouse beams.

JJ: Excellent! | used to sit and
watch them for hours until they
came into synch.

PMcG: We were watching them
from the opposite direction from

you. We have worked out which ones they are: there is one on Inner Farne, one at
Bamburgh and then there’s the Longstone Lighthouse, the Grace Darling one.



Janet Tye: On Lindisfarne the lighthouse beam lit up our room.

JJ: In the caravan were we used to stay, the beams of the two... | could only see two of them,
one was the one on Inner Farne and | thought the other one was on the Farne Islands too
but...

PMcG: The other was probably Longstone.

JJ: Okay. One went round relatively quickly, the other was much, much slower and it was
minutes on end before they would sweep round together so, whenever that happened, that
was to me some kind of fundamental thing.

PMcG: | love your description of it going across the sea and across the land. | don't actually
feel I've caught that, | feel it's another work, there’s another work there. But it's good not to
have caught it, it means you always feel you want to return to it again. But going across the
sea and across the land...

JJ: It almost takes you out of your body into being able to somehow psychically cross from
the sea to the land and to encompass huge areas, hundreds of square miles.

PMcG: | have never seen
skies like that, and clouds. |
wonder if you can get these
things into music, landscape
and... | try, and | hope it
can, but it's a sort of
conception, a bit of
brainwashing.

JJ: 1 don't know because |
am not wired up to be at
your end of that, where you
have had an experience
and you want to translate it
into music. To me music is

quite abstract. | presume
that the composer
experiences particular

sensations and they make
him think of writing a
particular piece of music,
but that could be a one-way
process, you may not be
able to reverse the arrow of
that process so that the
listener can work back from
the music to the landscape
or even the feelings it
evoked. It might only work
in one direction.

JJ: | accept that you can be
in a place that is somehow
haunting and it gives you a
certain feeling and that
music can evoke a similar
feeling. You being in a
place, it giving you a certain
feeling, and you then managing to write a piece of music that will make the listener feel a bit
like you did in that place, | think that’s a fairly bold proposition. Partly because, as we were
saying earlier, all the listeners are a bit different and have their own baggage with them.

PMcG: But you can point them in that direction, you can nudge them, but there will be people
with the same sensibility as you and people without it.



PMcG: So if 100-odd people come to these weekends, how do you split up the voice parts?

JJ: Well the Tallis divides the sexes in the opposite way to the relative numbers of singers
who come, so inevitably there are a lot more people on the soprano and alto lines than on the
male lines. But, as a reviewer who came last year put it, what it loses in precision it gains in

scale. | agree with that.

PMcG: Ha ha, that's good. That actually makes
it even more exciting, if it's slightly out. That
would be phenomenal.

JJ: Well as | said to you right back in the early
stages, that technique of yours where all the
voices move slightly out of step, you might not
need to notate those passages in as much detail
as you normally do because it is going to happen
to an extent of its own accord. So you could
simplify the notation a bit.

PMcG: So at one point it could be in 100 parts!

JJ: Well I think it almost certainly will. Doing your
stuff with much smaller groups than that, they
don't get the movement exactly right so there’s
always slightly more parts than you've written
anyway.

PMcG: The big thing as well with this is that |
want a lot of the sections very free. It's all
notated but | want it VERY rubato. | don’t want
the singers to feel constrained, | just want them to
feel the line and then you bring them together.

It's not aleatoric, it's all written down, but you just bring them together at certain points.

PMcG: I've written a whole lot of performance notes for you. Almost ignore the rhythms a lot

of the time...
JJ: Right...

PMcG: ... the main thing is a sense of
freedom. The rhythm is there just to make
it easier for them, so that it doesn’t screw
them up. There will be big moments when
you've got to tie them all together.

PMcG: There are two huge climaxes.
Here there are going to be two figures
from the Lindisfarne Gospels. This is a D
because the music at this point is about
Death. | want the whole thing to have a
“Lindisfarne Gospel” sort of feel...

PMcG: There’'s one moment when you first see Lindisfarne and it's actually shaped to the
island, it's all on one note and it sort of buzzes about there. It happens several times in the

score.



A journey through the score

PMcG: No work has taken as much out of me emotionally as this piece. Look: no title. | am
superstitious about writing the title in until the piece is finished. It came from Janet: she used
to tell her father “| love you as big as
the sky”. The whole thing is a love
poem for my wife. The core of the
work is a poem “Lindisfarne” by a
poet called Jean Laurence. It just
seemed to sort out what | wanted. It
starts almost in a cinematic way: I've
got the Cloud Motet, and you hear

the motet...
JJ: What is the Cloud Motet?
PMcG: ... it's by Hildegard of

Bingen. It's not her music, though
there’s a tiny little quote there.

JJ: Then you've got all these cloud
names, cirrostratus and so on.

PMcG: That's singing through the clouds. It's two people walking through the night and just
seeing the clouds. The clouds start from the very high clouds and work down lower and
lower. The second element is the Western Wind Mass. That's a reference to Janet — her
unmarried name is Tye. As well as text from the Mass, I've included the words of the song
upon which it is based. Gorgeous words, aren'’t they.

PMcG: Another thing | wanted all the way through is a reference to previous choral forms:
mass, motet, Te Deum, just tiny little references... chorale, ballad... almost like a ghost of it
emerging now and then.

JJ: A lovely thing about this from the point of view of the performers is that they will respond
to those, they will say “Oh, | recognise this, | recognise that”, it keeps them interested and
keeps them engaged.

PMcG: The first climax is a Longfellow quote: “Infinite Meadows”; it is as though the clouds
are peeling back and then the stars come though the clouds.

JJ: Oh wow!

PMcG: And that's the next moment here. It's only bass. There's a tiny little reference to a
carol there.

PMcG: This next section is
a lullaby. Plus the
constellations echoing
what’s actually happening in
the September sky.

JJ: This is going to sound
lovely, | can vaguely
imagine that bit.

PMcG: The night gradually
moves to dawn. This is it —
it moves away there. These
nine dawn... | started these
as watercolours initially.
They're tiny little poems that
just blur out of each other,
like dawn pushing the stars away. That's a different one, that carries the main tune.



JJ: Why do you call this bit a madrigal?

PMcG: Because there are nine of them. Kind of
haiku things...

JJ: Little vignettes or cameos?

PMcG: Yes. They were going to be watercolours,
just tiny little things...

JJ: Cantata “Farne Aurora”...

PMcG: This is the beginning of the poem, where it
all starts. That was all just evocative, the journey
starts here.

PMcG: As soon as the poem gets to Seahouses it
then links up to the Farne Islands. I've got a map
there with all the wrecks of the Farne Islands. Here
you have the basic poem going on, but again there
are echoes, some of the names of the ships that
went down.

PMcG: This lady is a Siren.
lighthouses...

Also we've got the

JJ: You've got a massive tutti when the word “Bamburgh” happens.

PMcG: Yes. This is all leading up to the moment when you actually see Lindisfarne for the
first time. It's an incredible moment when you see it in the distance.

JJ: Is that the falsetto moment?
PMcG: Yes.

JJ: Okay so the basses are up on that A on the treble stave, that should be okay, any singers
who can't get it tacet, that’s fine. The tenors go up to a B natural, that should be fine.

PMcG: | think it's a B flat, isn’t it?

JJ: No, a B natural... no, sorry; it is
a B flat. | always expect you to be
on the white notes, Peter!

PMcG: | am getting clever now, I'm
in FI' My critics will be eating their
words. | might go to two flats for my
next piece!

[laughter]

JJ: This bit is complicated! We've
got the thumb-clicks and the
tongue-clicks, I like those.

PMcG: Over the B flat it's just like a
sea sound. Basically that whole
texture is like hearing the sea from
a distance.

JJ: The human ear and brain aren’t going to be able to pick all this out.

PMcG: No; it's just like listening to the sea, you hear the sea and you hear a million voices.

(A lot of this is for me: | just wanted to get it out there.)

JJ: Yes.



JJ: “Lindisfarne Passion”...

PMcG: This is the buildup to where it's in 40 real parts. To avoid people having nothing to do
for a long period, though, | have brought them in doubling things and doing other things, it just
wouldn’'t have been right... you've got to think of the singers.

JJ: 1 quite agree with you. They have got to have a meaningful experience doing it as well as
the listener.

PMcG: It actually made it quite
interesting, in that there’ll be five
voices on one line, giving a
different texture to something
else... this is very free, this is
completely free, it all climaxes on
that chord we were talking about.

PMcG: There are two huge
climaxes; this is the first one and
the second one is the unison D on
Love is as strong as Death.

JJ: Secret Te Deum.

PMcG: | am unsure about titles of
things at the moment... there's a
Te Deum hidden in there.

PMcG: What | want here is that these massed sounds go to tiny little things.

JJ: | think the forces that will be giving the first performance will be able to make a great deal
out of these kind of things, these sort of cross-fade effects.

PMcG: That's right.

PMcG: And then | go to the Song of Songs. It looks bitty but | think it'll work... this is the
big... this is possibly the core of the work. You've got Death coming up there, you've got
Love trying to carry on, you've got your memories there because | thought they were such
good personal memories.

JJ: I love all this Mass for the Dead stuff down here, that's a lovely idea. It sort of spreads
upwards.

PMcG: That's the idea, it's as though this huge Shadow of Death is trying to engulf everything
and you wonder what's going to happen... it's very
melodramatic, | know!

JJ: 1 do hope we can do this justice, it's an amazing passage
| think.

PMcG: This whole section is just “I LOVE YOU", there's a
Magnificat hidden in there somewhere... it should be in there
somewhere... well, it will be by the time it is finished.

PMcG: This climaxes on the D, yes, this is it. This is the
“oratorio”. | just want all this zooming across the place.

JJ: So all these voices glissando onto that D, do they... oh
no, it is just a tie.

PMcG: A tie, that's right, yes...
Alison Benbow: ... a Janet Tye!
[laughter]

PMcG: That's right!



PMcG: This is just a sad ending, really.
JJ: What's this text here: “He married was...”

PMcG: That's the one — from Tallis’ grave in St
Alphege’s — I've got the whole thing here but
I've only used a fragment of it that chimes with
the basic sentiment of the whole work.

PMcG: And these are little ghosts of what's
gone on before. The main text is “Do not stand
at my grave and weep”, it's a gorgeous thing,
she just wrote it for her friend’s mother that had
died. This is just very quiet here... | wanted
this all together, so that everybody will be
feeling it, singing it. | didn’t want anybody just
humming a note. | want it as together as
possible, almost like one voice... and this is just
a last little bit of hope.

JJ: Well | can see why you've been too close to
it to know if it’s good or not, but | am sure it is
good. | am moved by it just on the page and
just hearing you describe it. Gosh, well you
have certainly set us a challenge to do justice to it. We can do it, but... wow.

PMcG: What is the big challenge?

JJ: You never know, because the devil is in the detail, but | don’t think there is anything here

that is going to be technically beyond people, that's not what | mean. What | mean is, the

challenge is really for me to grasp the macroscopic structure of the thing and get my head
around it in a way that | can explain to other people,
that’s all.

PMcG: | think it's quite simple. It looks very
complicated, well not complicated but bitty, but
structurally it's quite simple.

JJ: | see what you mean, you could almost draw a
diagram of it.

PMcG: You could, yes.

JJ: | like the carved initials. Did Janet make the map
of the Gertrude Jekyll garden?

PMcG: Oh no, | just took that photograph of the map.
| wanted to use the flowers in the piece but they didn’t
actually get used in the piece, but again... there is so
much over, I'm just going to have to... we were there
at the September equinox and the moon shining on
the garden was just... that's a piece in itself, | actually
wanted it in this piece but it didn’t come, there was no
place for it. | really wanted that in; | imagined a little
opera in the middle of it as well but that didn't come
either.



PMcG: | know it's early days, but don’t feel inhibited at all by what you think | want, just go
with what you think because in the past it's been superb.

James Jarvis: Now Peter, when | first talked to you about this piece, | never realised that you
were going to make it your life’'s work for more than a year.

Peter McGarr: | wanted to do it though, it was a work | had to do.



