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Introduction

Sir Peter Maxwell Davies is one of the most fascinating composers not just of our
own time but, arguably, of any age. In terms of creative energy and formal innovation,
it might not be too fanciful to regard him as the Beethoven or Sibelius of our era. His
music is brilliantly crafted, exciting and imaginative, and embraces every important
genre: opera and music theatre; ballet; symphonic works — eight of them bearing the
title ‘symphony’; more than fifteen concertos; song cycles, full-scale oratorios, large
and smaller choral works, carols; music for children and young performers; and, most
recently, an impressive flowering of chamber works, of which the most striking are
the Naxos Quartets, ten string quartets commissioned by Naxos.

Wherever he turns, ‘™Max' — as Peter Maxwell Davies has been known since
early childhood — has succeeded in making his mark and stamping his personality.
Max is an engaged musician, who believes in leading from the front, getting involved
and improving the opportunities for others. As a very active President of Making
Music (the former National Federation of Music Societies), Maxwell Davies has
helped to enrich the making of music by amateur performers. He has had possibly
the most important single influence on the way music is taught in schools today,
thanks to his pioneering lessons with pupils in Cirencester; his work with the Scottish
Chamber Orchestra, and the wide range of music he has written for schoolchildren.
And he has constantly spoken out where music is under threat, be it music's status
in the school curriculum or the funding of orchestras and ensembles.
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Introduction

Peter Maxwell Davies is also, par excellence, a professional at his trade. He
works quickly and efficiently, has no problem meeting deadlines and will never be
found sitting around dreamily waiting for ‘inspiration’. Rather, like a composer of
the Baroque or Classical era, or like one of the medieval craftsmen he passionately
reveres, he has honed his working methods so that the process of composition
and the inspiration for it march together. His technique has been fine-tuned to the
point where the almost ritualised patterns to which his music conforms generate
their own fresh ideas and are constantly suggesting new ways forward. He is as
intimate with his material as a sculptor is to his stone; he seems to have an endless
array of tunes and melodies at his disposal, and endless ingenious methods of
making them both varied and beguiling.

Yet while Maxwell Davies is now one of the world's pre-eminent composers,
one of the grand old men of British (and indeed Scottish) music, a master of
innovative structures who has breathed fresh life into the traditional forms of
symphony, concerto and string quartet, he has ruffled feathers along the way.
When he embarked on his composing career, Max’s musical idols included not
just such uncompromising 'Modernist' composers as Béla Bartdk, Claude Debussy
and Olivier Messiaen but the pioneering composers of the Second Viennese
School, whose music was known but at that time still little played: Alban Berg,
Arnold Schoenberg and — arguably, the most economical and uncompromising of
the three — Anton Webern (1883—1945).

While Berg's Wozzeck and Lulu would have a significant impact on Max's
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approach to composing his first opera Taverner, Webern's additional importance
for Max was not merely that he (like Berg) had embraced Schoenberg’s twelve-
note series in the mid-1920s, but that Webern's most influential works were
rooted in medieval music, especially that of the fifteenth-century Flemish composer
Heinrich Isaac, court composer to the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian | and to
Lorenzo de’ Medici. It was Webern's obsession with medieval composers' ability
to build a vast musical architecture (based, almost invariably, on tiny fragments of
plainsong) that particularly influenced Max's music. Max’s early works from the
1950s also underline his close interest in strictly organised serialism, a method
whose seemingly uncompromising harmonic and almost anti-tonal aural impact
has alienated (or puzzled) certain listeners for eighty years.

Maxwell Davies is not a traditional Christian believer or regular churchgoer,
preferring to admire the deep-rooted imagery of Christianity while disapproving
of its historic divisions and once rampant intolerance. But he has consistently
drawn strength from the great Christian musical tradition — notably the lithe
contrapuntal music of the Renaissance, a line of descent running through Machaut,
Dufay, Ockeghem and Josquin Desprez, past Victoria and Palestrina and on to
embrace the early Baroque. Claudio Monteverdi greatly influenced the young
Max at a significant crux of his early career (1961-2), just before he embarked
on Taverner.

Of particular interest to Max in the music of these Renaissance composers
— little known, even as late as the 1950s — was the plainsong underlay to their
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complex yet transparent music, and the techniques, such as isometric patterning
and hocketing, by which they converted the basic plainsong culled from the Liber
Usualis into great and splendid musical structures, devising ever more elaborate
devices for decorating the basic plainsong melody or ‘tenor’. Aimost all of Max’s
music since the 1950s has sought to pay homage to and emulate these processes,
while developing them, by fresh and original means, into a set of new technical
procedures wholly apposite to music of the late-twentieth and twenty-first
centuries.

Max's own complex, fluent, often blazingly virtuosic elaboration of medieval
techniques underlies every period of his musical output. It informs his earliest
and student works, his violently Expressionist outbursts, the seven numbered
symphonies (begun in the 1970s and continuing up to the millennium), their
symphonic offshoots, their electrifying successor the Antarctic Symphony, all his
major choral works over five decades, and several large-scale pieces penned
recently in his role as Master of the Queen’s Music, not to mention his vital series
of string quartets.

So has his style really changed? Not entirely. The canvas has grown larger,
and some of the anger of his violent 1960s Expressionism seems allayed by the
explosiveness of its impact, as if Maxwell Davies were literally screaming ‘avaunt!' to
ghosts or demons of his own that cried out to be exorcised. With Orkney in the
1970s came serene new chamber works (the Hymn to St Magnus and Ave Maris
Stella, for example), abetted by the most important advance in his compositional
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method: the evolution of a complex system of single or interlocking ‘magic squares’
for managing the processes of selection and compositional ‘set series’ on which
Max has been increasingly reliant since the mid to late 1950s. This system has
some passing similarities to processes that Messiaen and Boulez, and some of
their European and American counterparts, have employed to notable effect. In
the 1970s Max withdrew, emotionally and geographically, from the late-twentieth-
century avant-garde, but sought singlehandedly to advance their cause.

Max's views on ‘tonality’ in general (and especially in his major works) are
important, and well worth bearing in mind:

| feel that tonality might be extended to furnish new methods of
cohesion, provided it is understood modally, and not necessarily in
relation to a bass line... Tondlity is surely not merely a matter of using
a major or minor triad on the music's surface; it is rather a system of
organization, running through every aspect of a work, which enunciates
it as a coherent whole, governing not only melody and harmony, but
rhythm and architecture.

Complexity often masks simplicity, but it does not always make for instant or easy
listening. Listeners to Max’'s music, even new music 'groupies’ and enduring Max
fans, all learned early on that this was to be no cosy or easy ride. The thoughtful,
open-minded first-time listener must approach Max's music with open ears
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— Max may be working in two, three, ten, sixteen, even twenty-four layers at a
time. He places invaluable aural signposts signs along the way — big paragraph
markings, as it were — so it's helpful to keep an ear open for those. But you
shouldn't try. on a first go, to follow a piece of symphonic argument with your
mind. ‘Understanding’ may be precisely the wrong thing to attempt.

Rather than over-engaging with Max’s music at the start, it is far better to let
the music do the work. Pick out and follow a line here and there, or; in vocal works,
let the words sustain you. Listen for a glimpse, perhaps, of a new ‘modal’ tonality,
but don't overwork that in the first instance (it may be there, but buried). Keep
your nerve, think maybe of Bach (rather than of Mozart), or of late Beethoven.
Let them, like benign deities, help Max's music to reach out to you, and to achieve
meaning on your own terms.

Max's music dares to venture along its own fresh paths, and to approach its
material in a constantly surprising and original manner. Listening to it always feels
like embarking on a new, yet somehow familiar; journey.

In 1956, when Max was still a young music student, writing in the musical
journal The Score, he made out a passionate case for insular Britain to engage
with and embrace, rather than shun, the modern musical approaches pursued
in continental Europe but largely ignored by mid-twentieth-century British
composers.

With his brilliant ensemble The Fires of London (initially known as The Pierrot
Players), Max set new standards for the presentation and performance of new
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The Fires of London on tour in Hungary, 1977



Introduction

music, and of music theatre, long before similar groups became common in
other European countries. And through his career; be it with commissions for the
St Magnus Festival, which he instigated in Orkney in 1977, or with the Hoy
Summer School for composers, or more recently as a Professor at the Royal
Academy of Music in London, Max has always encouraged younger composers.

Thanks to his association forged with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra in
the mid-1980s, he set a lead in bringing composers into the heart of practical
music making and performance, subsequently working closely with three other
orchestras: the Philharmonia and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestras in London;
and the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra in Manchester.

Maxwell Davies is also one of the few composers of classical music to have a
record label of his own. In addition to the string quartets on Naxos, a large number
of Max’s works — chamber, orchestral, instrumental, and also stage works — are now
available as downloads from Max's own website (http://music.maxopus.com).
In terms of classical music, this is almost revolutionary. Suddenly, a vast cross-
section of Max's music, from the earliest pieces to the very latest, can be
downloaded, explored and enjoyed by enthusiastic listeners all over the world.

And then there is Max the man. On one of his very early works, a piano
piece composed when he was fourteen, the young Max, with his waggish sense
of humour, wrote in the margin the words ‘Hic iacet Maxius maduus’ — schoolboy
Latin doggerel for ‘here lies mad Max'. Perhaps there was something ‘'mad’ about
the young Max, in the word's sense of wild, unusual, unpredictable or daring. Indeed,
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many of those who encountered Max's music at London concerts in the 1960s
thought that he was crazy too — and noisily stormed out of the concert hall.

Max is the most entertaining, indeed electrifying, company: he is far from
daunting, with nothing of the withdrawn figure or ‘ivory tower composer
about him, but cheerful, convivial — and with a twinkle in his eye. He displays
a mischievous sense of humour and accompanies it by an infectious laugh that
immediately sets you at your ease. He is outwardly modest, yet deeply confident
within. Ever the life and soul of the party, preferably with a glass of good lItalian
wine in his hand, he has a gift for making you feel that you are the important figure,
not he. Max is constantly buzzing with ideas, and is always prepared to take the
time to listen. Fiercely protective of what matters to him, he is also capable of
being petulant, and of fierce outbursts of rage when he sees a wrong being done,
whether to himself or others; yet he also radiates an extraordinary sense of calm
and a deep wisdom. He is someone who is fun to be with, and around; indeed,
someone who lives life to the full.
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Chapter |
Salford Boyhood and Studies in Manchester

How did a young boy, an only child brought up in a working-class household near
a major industrial city, make the journey to becoming one of the most important
creative figures in the musical life of his country?

Peter Maxwell Davies — the son of Tom Davies (b. 1909), a precision
instrument maker, and Hilda Davies (b. 1904) — was born into a family that valued
music: his father sang in a local male-voice choir; his mother and grandmother
both sang, and his paternal grandmother owned an upright piano, which family
members regularly played, and which Max's parents later inherited. All the family
enjoyed music. But there was little to suggest that the Davies family would
produce a musical prodigy.

Part of the answer lies in the young Max's piercing intelligence, fierce
determination, and refusal to take 'no' for an answer He was born on 8
September 1934 in Salford, a town that lies just to the west of Manchester:
Close by ran the Manchester Ship Canal, which brought trading ships from
Merseyside to docks in the heart of the city. Salford's forlorn, grey-brown urban
landscape of factories and cotton mills, on which the town's wealth was founded,
was famously celebrated in the paintings of LS. Lowry. Max's grandparents
owned a newspaper shop, and at first Max and his parents lived with them over
the shop. Max's father became highly skilled at making optical instruments.
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As a small boy Max always took a special delight in trains; in adulthood he was
to buy a cottage near Gillingham, Dorset, and at the foot of its garden was an
embankment on which a railway line ran. The sound of regular passing trains he
never minded, but he could not abide military jet aircraft, surging suddenly over
the peaceful landscape and interrupting his train of thought. He wrote furious
letters to the newspapers about them, and this was one of the reasons why he
later moved to remote Orkney. He could not tolerate any intrusion on the natural
sounds around him. His natural allies were to be the wind, the sea and the sound
of birdsong.

One event that greatly excited Max as a boy was his being taken by his
parents to a local performance of the operetta The Gondoliers, by WS. Gilbert
and Sir Arthur Sullivan. This might seem an unlikely experience to launch a four-
year-old on the path to becoming an ultra-modern composer, but its effect on
this bright, highly impressionable boy was immediate and decisive. Max adored it,
and announced, there and then, that he was going to be a composer.Very soon
he started piano lessons with a local teacher, who was astonished at how quickly
Max managed to grasp complicated details of musical theory.

But life was not all idyllic. Just as Max turned five, World War |l broke out.
Salford and Manchester were both heavily bombed by the German Luftwaffe.
Local people’s lives were in serious danger. Max remembers being cradled by his
parents in the downstairs pantry, as explosions rang out around them.The bombs
were terrifying, and the house next door took a direct hit; another just down the
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road was destroyed. Later Max graphically referred to that traumatic experience
in St Thomas Wake, an explosive masterpiece from his 1960s 'Expressionist’ period,
which makes direct allusion to the bombs falling on nearby houses.

By the time Max was seven, the music began to emerge — at this stage mostly
music for piano. His first surviving piece (‘Early Morning Echoes'), dating from
1942, reveals a clear sense of not only musical melody but also structural shape
and pattern. Also from the same year is a piece bearing the significant title of
“Two-key Melody'.

It was at this time that Max’s grandparents’ piano was moved to his parents’
house, giving him plenty of opportunities for practising, playing and composing.
Various pieces followed; and some years later, in 1947, Max — who was by then
at the nearby Grammar School at Leigh — composed a work to which he added
imaginative suggestions for orchestration. His first song, a setting of an Irish poem
‘The Birds',envisaged accompaniment not merely by a piano, but by an instrumental
ensemble. Here were clear indications of the mature composer emerging: writing
music for a compact instrumental ensemble, for chamber orchestra and for full
orchestra was to be central to Max's output throughout his career.

There followed more precocious works,including a sonata forty minutes in length.
Parade, the work with a mock adagio inscribed to the memory of 'mad’ Max, bore
fanciful titles:'Green’,'Blue’ and 'Red’ Music, part of which is headed ‘Tony Simpson:
rubato in the manner of a drunken man’. Two other sections were facetiously
marked ‘in modo Béla Barték’ and ‘Tempo diValse de Maurice Ravel, in modo de
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cheap ensemble de café’ Wittily mocking and irreverent, maybe, but they showed
that the facetious young composer was already in touch with European trends. By
his early teens Max was a weekly visitor to the local library, borrowing books and
musical scores, and devouring them at home. He had a prodigious memory, and
absorbed them all. Soon Schoenberg, Berg and Webern were added to the aspiring
teenage composer's growing interests. Enthusiasm for literature blossomed, too:
he eagerly read Joyce's Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, and also European writers like
Dostoyevsky, as well as Heine, Rilke, André Gide and Proust in the original; and
developed a strong interest in medieval, renaissance and modern art.

It was hardly surprisingly that Max excelled in all subjects at school. He
soon, however, found himself at loggerheads with the school's headmaster over
exams. Max had decided he wanted to sit the Music exam as part of his School
Certificate (equivalent to GCSE). The Headmaster, Mr B. Major, dismissed the idea
as nonsense, claiming that Music was a subject for girls' schools. So this ambition
was thwarted. But a measure of Max's resolve was that he later set about teaching
himself for the higher-grade A Level exam, taking and passing it outside school
(ironically, he sat his aural exam at the Manchester Girls’ High School). And Max
exacted a sweet revenge. For Leigh Grammar School's end-of-term concert in
1949 he composed and played a piano piece which he entitled ‘Funeral March
in B major (for a Pig)’ — an allusion to the Headmaster's name (Major) and his
nickname (The Pig). The young Max was certainly not to be crossed.

When Max was fourteen he successfully auditioned to appear as a young
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performer on the BBC Radio programme, Children’s Hour. Later that same year
a piano piece of his was broadcast by Violet Carson (better known much later
as Ena Sharples of Granada TV's Coronation Street), and soon he was making
frequent appearances on the programme, playing many of his own early piano
compositions.

One important decision played a key part in Peter Maxwell Davies's
emergence as a fully-fledged composer. Rejecting the idea of study at Oxford
or Cambridge, for which his prodigious gifts in mathematics and in modern
languages might have seemed destined (to this day he regularly gives interviews
in fluent German or ltalian), he won a County Scholarship to study Music jointly
at Manchester University and at the Royal Manchester (now the Royal Northern)
College of Music.

All ' was not plain sailing at university, however. After a series of acrimonious
exchanges he was ejected from the composition classes of his professor,
Humphrey Procter-Gregg, who, as Max recalls, 'believed that modern music meant
nothing later than Delius’, and who had disparaged the complexity of Beethoven
and Bach — composers whom Max revered almost as gods. To Procter-Gregg,
Max's interest in Bartdk and Stravinsky seemed almost blasphemous.

Yet while Max was studying at the Royal Manchester College with a
distinguished lady piano teacher; Hedwig Stein (who, to Max’s delight, insisted they
both speak German), he was lucky enough to fall in with a group of outstanding
student musicians. These were the erratically brilliant pianist, John Ogdon, the
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coolly virtuosic trumpeter Elgar [Gary] Howarth and two immensely talented
young composers, Alexander Goehr and Harrison Birtwistle, who was also a
gifted clarinettist. Max’s friendships with ‘Gary" and ‘Harry', and especially with
‘Sandy’ Goehr; and their shared interest in the meticulously structured music of
the Second Viennese School and its successors, played a highly important role in
his early development as a composer.

This group of friends was encouraged in its endeavours by an inspiring
teacher, Richard Hall, who was himself a composer (albeit in a very different
idiom).This was a crucial time, and it was now that Max composed the two most
important works of his student years: his Five Pieces for Piano, which he wrote
for John Ogdon in 1956, and, in 1955, the Trumpet Sonata, composed for Elgar
Howarth.

This dazzling Trumpet Sonata really makes you sit up and listen. Max
composed it for a trumpet in D, which is slightly higher than the usual trumpet in
C, and makes a brighter sound. After a brief, cheekily assertive statement of the
taut principal motif — a falling interval of a minor 3rd and then a rising interval of
a flattened 7th (identical with the solo trumpet motif that opens Max’s first opera
Taverner) - the first movement of the Trumpet Sonata (CD 1, track 1) suddenly
bursts upon you. Although marked Allegro Moderato, the exciting toccata-like
display feels anything but restrained. The piano part thereafter is constantly on the
move, while the trumpet responds with short, punchy figures and fiery trills.

For a moment the music seems to settle, but then cascades forth anew,

26



Chapter |

constantly adjusting its shape; always, though, a Prokofiev-like urgency is maintained,
until with a sudden pull-up this energetic movement disappears just as abruptly
and unexpectedly as it arrived. The work continues with a finely expressive,
noble movement (Lento), then returns briefly to the bluster and thrust of the
opening Allegro before a slow, intense build-up culminates in a sudden tumbling
evanescence. The entire piece lasts a mere seven minutes.

Later in 1955 Elgar Howarth and John Ogdon unleashed this powerful
sonata upon a Manchester audience at the University's Worthington Hall, and a
few weeks later a packed audience in London was knocked for six on hearing
it (the work's technical demands, however, saw it rejected by the Society for the
Promotion of New Music).

Max chose to write his thesis, at Manchester University, on the obscure
but fascinating subject of Indian music. Although its idioms have not significantly
impinged on Max's music (in the way that certain works by Britten or Messiaen
were directly influenced by Balinese gamelan music), Indian music did play a
minor part in one or two very early works, notably the Stedman Doubles. It is
possible that the expressive linear role of the sitar in Indian ragas, and the tabla's
accompanying commentary of shifting rhythms, fused with Max’s deep interest in
medieval polyphony so as to exercise some indirect influence on the music Max
was to compose years later, and in particular on the methodical patterns which
have always been central to his music.

Another element central to Max's music was virtuosity. Both the Trumpet
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Sonata and the Five Pieces for Piano had been composed for performers unafraid
of 'difficult’ new music. In these early days Max from time to time met with
resistance on account of the demands his music made on orchestral players, and
it was partly this need for daring instrumentalists to execute the challenging new
works by him and by Birtwistle that led a decade or so later to the formation of
the virtuoso instrumental group The Pierrot Players.
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Chapter 2
Studies Abroad and Teaching at Home

During his period at Manchester Max began to spread his wings. In the mid-
1950s he attended courses at Dartington Hall, in Devon, a seedbed of forward-
looking ideas in English music. Here he encountered such key figures as Aaron
Copland, who suggested that Max might study in the USA, and William Glock,
the future Controller of Music of the BBC Third Programme (now Radio 3).
Max also travelled to Germany, visiting Hamburg and later Darmstadt, at
whose progressive festival of new music he met the influential avant-garde
composers Karlheinz Stockhausen and Pierre Boulez. Max's Clarinet Sonata,
originally composed for Birtwistle, received its premiere there, in July 1957 — and
Dartington saw the first performance of his instrumental piece Alma Redemptoris
Mater a month later.

After Manchester Max took the decision to study not in Paris with Olivier
Messiaen (an option he seriously considered) but in Rome, with a leading figure
of the ltalian avant-garde, Goffredo Petrassi, on an Italian Government Scholarship.
During Max's years there, 1957-8, he came to admire Petrassi immensely, and the
two remained in touch until Petrassi died, aged ninety-eight, in 2003.

Regularly the two would meet at Petrassi's home, when the older man
would go through Max's work-in-progress with him — ‘leaning over my shoulder
and asking the most searching questions'. Petrassi reinforced in Max his own
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passionate belief that in the creation of meaningful music everything had to have a
reason: there was no room for idle thinking, random additions or slovenly ideas.

Rome suited Max perfectly: here he was, in a city with a deep sense of history,
a vibrant musical life, magnificent works of art, and — just as importantly — glorious
food (Max remains a superb cook of lamb, pork, fish and pasta in the ltalian style).
He went to concerts and the opera, and to hear plainsong at the Benedictine
monastery on the Aventine Hill. But above all, he drew strength and wisdom
from the questions to which he was submitted by Petrassi, who encouraged his
pupils to develop their own style of composing while insisting on firm discipline
and intellectual rigour in the process. Here was the personal input Max so badly
needed — teaching that was challenging, stimulating and rewarding, in contrast to
his negative experiences in Manchester.

This valuable period in Rome helped to lay the foundations of working
methods that have remained with Maxwell Davies for over half a century. In
particular, his studies with Petrassi enabled Max to test out on a seasoned
composer and masterly teacher some of the countless ideas that were fermenting
in his brain. It also enabled him to seek help in fulfilling his vision of being not
just another humdrum, rule-tied serialist, but a versatile musician who could, by
endless hard graft, reconcile an insistence on the role of reason and causation
in fashioning genuinely ‘new' music — uniting the various ways of managing and
processing set series — with the quest for newly defined tonal centres (which
accorded with the music he had heard, probably since childhood, in his head).
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Equally important are the copious devices suggesting allusion (sometimes illusion),
psychological association or extra-musical meaning which have peppered his
works. The hallmarks of his style, both auditory and technical, have remained
constant throughout his career; with — despite assertions to the contrary — no
falling-off in intensity and no relaxing of intellectual rigour.

What also impressed itself on Max, as it had at Dartington, was that, so far
as Petrassi was concerned, teacher and pupil were equals, working together as
one, exchanging ideas and approaching the task with a common purpose. It was
something that Max would soon apply himself, once he returned to England. In
the meantime, Prolation, his impressive but austere first orchestral work (and one
of the compositions of his time with Petrassi), won the Olivetti Composition
Prize, and was chosen to represent Britain at the 1959 Festival of the International
Society for Contemporary Music.

[ts unusual title refers to what Paul Griffiths has aptly called the ‘rhythmic
engineering of medieval music’, whereby different note lengths were set in relation
to each other in specific fixed ratios. Max goes one further in carefully reflecting
the proportions of Prolation’s smaller units to the overall design; thus macrocosm
and microcosm are minutely matched. This kind of structural precision and
inventiveness,which Max has always seen in almost hallowed terms as the essence
of musical composition, has been typical of his music — both large- and small-scale
— ever since. Students can learn a huge amount about proportion from Max, who
remains a builder of musical cathedrals on an epic scale.
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When Prolation received its premiere, in Rome in 1959, it caused something
of an uproar. Shrill, dry, ascetic, with its passion smouldering mostly beneath the
skin, it was like modern medieval music. Many felt appalled. Not for the first time
(or the last), a work of Max's raised hackles and caused people to walk out.

Upon his return to England the immediate task facing Max was how best to
earn a living. Although he now had a supportive publisher, Schott & Co., which
paid him a modest retainer, this was not remotely sufficient for him to live on.
Before he went to ltaly he had wisely acquired a teaching certificate and done
some teaching practice at Salford Grammar School. In 1959, therefore, he took the
post of Director of Music at Cirencester Grammar School, in Gloucestershire.

The significant factor of Max's teaching, particularly at Cirencester, was his
insistence on treating his pupils with respect, virtually as equals. Soon he had them
composing their own music, setting down musical ideas that they then evolved
into something more substantial, even into music-theatre works, which they later
conducted with the school orchestra (formed by Max). Often these creative
sessions would continue in Max's flat, in the loft of a converted barn.These eager
young musicians were treated to much the same kindly, supportive advice as Max
had received from Petrassi.

Max introduced his pupils to Renaissance music — works by Byrd and
Palestrina, and by early English composers such as John Dunstable. Sometimes this
took the form of arrangements that Max made for the school orchestra, or for
smaller ensembles. These arrangements (one such is of Byrd's Three Dances) had
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a wonderful way of bringing early music alive. And Max with his choir performed
his arrangement of sections of Monteverdi's Vespers at a time when the work was
almost unknown in Britain. As he recalled, | suspect | came a great deal nearer
to the sound and spirit of the original, with an orchestration including clarinets
and valve trumpets, than many a “pure” (or “authentic’”) version, discreetly and
beautifully performed!

Maxwell Davies's teaching methods won widespread admiration, and his
inspiring approach to music-making soon bore fruit in a glorious carol sequence,
O Magnum Mysterium (CD |, tracks 2-3), which was first performed at a
Christmas concert at Cirencester,in [960.The work is a modern setting of a series of
medieval carols. The principal carol sets the enchanting Latin text which pictures the
oxen in the stable gazing at the baby Jesus lying in a manger:'O magnum mysterium
et admirabile sacramentum ut animalia viderent Dominum natum jacentem in
praesepio! It evokes, as Max says, ‘the wonder and promise of the nativity'.

The tender, medieval-sounding carol tune immediately entrances by the shy
modality of its ascending chromatic motif, which rises to a flattened (diminished)
5th — an interval once deemed ugly, even evil, but which has always been a
prominent feature of Max’s music.The carol is sung three times, first as a solo, then
— as heard here — in a charming two-part setting with a lower voice, and finally
with a rich, clustering three- and four-part harmonisation.

In between come two other carols: first, the sprightly ‘Haylle, comly and clene’
and later the tender 'Alleluia, pro Virgine Maria" (also heard here), in which a
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soprano solo, followed by upper and lower voices in delicate duet, appeals to the
Virgin to ‘purge us of our offences’ ('Diva nata licia nostra purga vicina, ne demur
ad supplicia’). This touching passage is interspersed with verses foretelling Christ's
life and his death on the cross. The other two movements are exquisitely crafted
instrumental interludes, based on the original carol: these are evolved using a
modified form of the techniques (octave displacement and dividing the melody
among various instruments, for example) that had been used in the Trumpet
Sonata and in Prolation.

The work culminates in a massive Organ Fantasia based on the same
material as the carols and interludes, and which requires considerable virtuosity.
The Fantasia was played at the premiere by Allan Wicks, later the organist of
Canterbury Cathedral and at that time organist of Manchester Cathedral. It was
Wicks who had directed the performances of sacred works by Byrd, Tallis and
other Renaissance composers that inspired Max in the 1950s, when he regularly
attended Evensong at Manchester Cathedral.

The simple beauty and freshness of this charming, unostentatious work make
it a landmark in Max’s output. It is significant that both choral and instrumental
sections of O Magnum Mysterium are perfectly tailored to the needs of young
performers; most importantly, they avoid condescension, which Max resolutely
refuses to contemplate when composing music for children.

Three other works which drew inspiration from Monteverdi's Vespers
emerged during Max's Cirencester years: first, in 1961, a String Quartet of great
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intensity and concentration; then in 1962 the Sinfonia — a small-scale chamber
symphony which preceded his first work entitled ‘Symphony’ by some fifteen
years; and finally, in July of the same year; the Leopardi Fragments, a striking setting
of verses by the great Italian poet.

Max's exciting work at Cirencester drew praise from educationalists and the
national press alike. Through his highly imaginative approach to music teaching,
insisting above all that young musicians should be encouraged to compose, he
helped to lay the basis for changes in the way music is taught today. Indeed, many
orchestras’ education programmes, inspired by Maxwell Davies's later pioneering
work with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, today employ methods that he first
advocated in the early 1960s. In those days, they were seen as little short of
revolutionary.

As he approached the end of three years' teaching in Cirencester, Max
followed up Aaron Copland's advice and applied for a Harkness Scholarship, to
study in America. Copland was one of Max's referees; another was Benjamin
Britten. He spent 1962—4 at the University of Princeton, New Jersey, where he
attended private lessons and composition classes with, among others, Roger
Sessions (1896—1985) and Earl Kim (1920—-1998). Princeton was only an hour
from New York by train, and on many occasions Max made the journey to hear
music at the Carnegie Hall and other concert venues. In the summer of 1963 he
also travelled across America and visited famous landmarks in Colorado, Arizona
and California.
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In America Max benefited from being able to devote himself to composition
almost full-time. The work to which he applied himself most intensively was his
long-planned opera, Taverner. Its story is set in the years 1528-36, during the
reign of Henry VIII, and concerns the prominent Tudor composer John Taverner
(c. 1490-1545), who abandoned composition at the time of the English
Reformation and became instead a merciless agent of Henry's minister Thomas
Cromwell. At the start of the opera — its compact, barbed text a skilfully
condensed compilation of sixteenth-century source materials amassed by Max
himself — Taverner is on trial as a Protestant heretic, who only escapes death
thanks to the Cardinal’s last-minute intervention. In the second half of Max’s opera
Taverner — now himself the inquisitor; having reneged on his principles — adopts
towards others the same brutal methods that were applied to him.

It is in the hypocrisy of intolerance and intransigence that Max sees the ‘betrayal’
that is central not just to the opera’s plot but to its music. Just as the action is full
of unexpected twists, so the musical themes and motifs of this incredibly sparse
and uncompromising sound world are corrupted, by processes of post-Lisztian
‘transformation’, as the opera grimly unfolds. The musical processes perhaps veer
closer here to atonalism and ‘pure’ serial procedures than any of Max's other
larger works (bar Prolation).

Once back in England Max chose to live in Dorset, and in 1965 bought a small
cottage near Shaftesbury, not far from Harrison Birtwistle's home; he also rented a
room in London, so as to have a base there too. His Dorset cottage was close to
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Wardour Castle, on Cranborne Chase, where in 1964 and 1965 Maxwell Davies
joined old friends Harry Birtwistle and Sandy Goehr to teach composition at a
summer school organised by Birtwistle.

The fortunes of the opera Taverner were to be dramatically affected when
in 1969 a fierce fire broke out in the Dorset cottage. Max's beloved cat died
in the blaze, many precious personal items were lost, and such books as
survived were appallingly charred. Large parts of the opera’s finished score
were destroyed, and much of the opera had to be rewritten from sketches. It
was typical of Max’s determination that the opera was rewritten, completed
in 1970, and would finally enjoy a successful run at the Royal Opera House,
Covent Garden in July 1972, conducted by Edward Downes. Stirring plenty of
controversy, but recognised and acclaimed as a natural successor to Hindemith's
Mathis der Maler or Pfitzner's Palestrina, Maxwell Davies's Taverner was revived
there, again under Downes's musical direction, in 1983. It was then staged
afresh in Stockholm and Boston, and was later recorded by the BBC Symphony
Orchestra, conducted by Oliver Knussen, and broadcast in April 1997, drawing
similarly wide accolades.

In 1964 there had emerged a significant orchestral work based on the music
from the opera: the Second Taverner Fantasia. In effect a paraphrase from the
opera’s first act, in the manner of Berg, or Debussy, this symphonic piece drew
major accolades when it was performed in 1965 at the Royal Festival Hall by the
London Philharmonic Orchestra under John Pritchard.
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Not everything Max wrote drew accolades, however. When one of his carols,
Ave Maria — Hail, Blessed Flower, was published in 1961 in The Musical Times,
some of the responses were violent (‘'grinding discords','melancholy, purposeless
progressions’, even ‘an affront to God'). Today the carol, composed in much the
same style as O Magnum Mysterium, could scarcely seem more beautiful and
innocent — as a critic of The Times pointed out at the time. This gives an indication
of how public attitudes to music or any of the arts change if one is prepared to
wait for them to do so.

In 1967 The Pierrot Players came into being. This exciting new music ensemble
was headed by Harrison Birtwistle, the brilliant clarinettist Alan Hacker and the
keyboard virtuoso Stephen Pruslin, whom Max had met in Princeton. Formed
with the purpose of performing works by Max and Harry, while promoting
performances of new music by other composers, and commissioning new pieces,
the group consisted of six gifted musicians, playing violin, cello, flute, clarinet, and a
range of keyboards and percussion. The line-up was roughly modelled on that of
Schoenberg's explosive music-theatre work Pierrot Lunaire, which the ensemble,
with the soprano Mary Thomas, often performed to acclaim. Several players
doubled on other instruments, while Pruslin showed his prowess on a wide
variety of keyboard instruments. The range of percussion in the score (including
the marimba, a xylophone-like instrument) enabled Max's compact ensemble to
produce an astonishing array of sounds and timbres.

For more than twenty years, until its disbandment in 1987, the group remained
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in the forefront of new music making not just in Britain but throughout the world,
giving the premieres of numerous challenging new pieces by Max, as well as forty-
two new works by other composers.
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Chapter 3
Foxtrots, Fun and Fury: the ‘Violent’ Late Sixties

The years 1964-9, following his return from the US, proved an amazingly fertile
period, and the impact of Max’s music of this time established his name firmly as
the leading British composer of his generation — alongside Harrison Birtwistle.
Explosive works like Revelation and Fall (1965), Antechrist (1967), the Missa super
L’homme armé' (1968) and Ecce Manus Tradentis (1964-9) gave clear evidence of
Max's preoccupation with sinister parody. This he expressed by using elaborate
processes of musical transformation, by which a passage of plainsong (or other
declared or underlying melody) gradually alters its contours by stages so that
it transforms into another. Very often it can be felt to metamorphose into not
just its musical but its psychological opposite, coming to mean something quite
different.

Such musical tricks and surprises exist in Beethoven and Haydn, but new here
was Max’s giving a black meaning to them. He used the transformation process
to suggest evil, and by disguising his thematic material he meant to indicate the
unreliability and falsification of things we assume or take for granted.

Maxwell Davies used such musical processes to suggest a process of
corruption. The parody ‘Mass' also specified a peculiar effect: a 78 rpm recording
of an eighteenth-century chamber organ, played on a wind-up horn gramophone.
The deadly serious, anti-establishment message of some of these works amounts
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to a rumbling musical protest, pointing to some unpalatable home truths.

Max could also turn these technical devices to witty purpose, thus revealing
another side of himself: the comedian. Purcell: Fantasia and Two Pavans, first
performed by The Pierrot Players in January 1969, displays his gift for parody, but
in a wholly entertaining and flippant guise. Max makes some pertinent points
about this immensely lively piece:

| have long been fascinated by Purcell's music, but utterly bored by well-
meaning ‘authentic’ performances, which convey no sense of Purcell’'s
intensity of feeling, sense of fun and sheer outrageousness. | feel the
profoundest respect for the ‘great’ composers of the past, but have
no feeling of slavish reverence towards them. Musical purity in these
matters is about as interesting as moral purity. | am sure that many
people will consider my Purcell realizations wholly immoral!

Whereas Max's ‘arrangement' of Purcell’s fantasia starts from Purcell himself, and
is presented in a cheerful, lilting 3/4, a bit like a mock-‘authentic’ performance of,
say, Bach's Musical Offering, he presents the two pavans (CD I, tracks 4=5) in
a very different guise from the poised seventeenth-century dance form of the
originals. The harpsichord is swapped for an out-of-tune upright piano, and Max
disguises the pavans, or dresses them up, as foxtrots. This riotous 1920s and
1930s dance form made an intense impression on Max when he was a small boy.
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He remembers hearing foxtrots reproduced on a wind-up gramophone which
played 78 rpm records (some of which he still possesses). A sound like an old
gramophone being cranked into action emerged as one of the many memorable
effects of Max's ironic 'parody’ music of the late 1960s.

The first Pavan, which is almost Iulling, has the distinct feel of a sleazy slow dance,
and a definite tinge of Stephane Grappelli to the violin part. A slightly unctuous
exchange develops between the cello and violin, before this gradually unravels. The
second Pavan is launched by the violent blast of a railway guard's whistle — another
of the armoury of special effects drummed into play during Max’s Expressionist
period. Clarinet and violin lead off, there's the feel of a honky-tonk piano, and the
piccolo has some cheeky interjections. It is all joyously lightweight, yet also like an
echo of some ancient past era: a kind of eerie danse macabre.

The ending of the Fantasia and Two Pavans is as unexpected as its beginning;
the second Pavan just peters out, as if the wind-up mechanism has run out of
puff, or the record needs changing; indeed, the side drum’s soft farewell sounds
strangely like a needle scratching around in the centre of a record. As one critic
commented, Too often at avant-garde concerts we sit in frigid solemnity. Here,
Maxwell Davies conspicuously asks us to laugh with him, or at least to share his
exuberance. These amusing arrangements, far from being sacrilegious, are rather
a refreshing, cheerfully outrageous treatment of the original. As Max observed, his
Pavans are, after all, only ‘a case of the reinterpretation of one "dead" dance form
in terms of another.
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Undoubtedly 1969 proved to be the turning-point of Maxwell Davies’s career.
That momentous year saw the premieres of a number of major works, which remain
landmarks in Max's output. British music has not been quite the same since.

Eight Songs for a Mad King was premiered at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in
London on 22 April 1969 by Roy Hart (speaker) and The Pierrot Players, with
Max conducting. This sensational music-theatre work has as its source the eight
tunes of a miniature pipe-organ, once owned by King George ll, and later by the
eminent historian and antiquarian Sir Steven Runciman. It was with this delicate
instrument (now owned by Max) that George |ll, during his periods of insanity,
had made bizarre attempts — so it is said — to teach caged bullfinches to sing.
Maxwell Davies was also inspired by some of the weird and dotty phrases the
king supposedly uttered, as recorded by Fanny Burney in her diaries. A third
inspiration for the work was the phenomenal vocal dexterity of the original
performer, the actor Roy Hart, who could somehow produce with his voice a
series of unnatural-seeming sounds, including chords.

The eight poems forming the work’s libretto were composed by the
Australian poet Randolph Stow, who had met Max in America (and later in
Australia in 1966, when Max briefly taught at the University of Adelaide), and
had introduced him to Steven Runciman, who showed Max the pipe organ at his
home in Scotland.

Max seized his chance to explore further the ‘parody’ devices and instrumental
effects he had utilised in Missa super ‘Lhomme armé’ and Purcell: Fantasia and Two

43



Peter Maxwell Davies: A Portrait

Pavans. Eight Songs for a Mad King is a fascinatingly brilliant and inventive score,
Expressionistic in its bold dramatic gestures, grotesque in its violent mood-swings,
and its colourful and at times sinister pastiche of a wide range of composers’
styles.Yet the music and the staging are not intended to ‘'mock’ the poor monarch;
Max instead invites his audience to identify with and share in the madman's tragic
loneliness.

The king himself utters a host of strange sounds: barking, cooing, whining,
yelping, weeping at his distracted state, then suddenly bursting into life. Sometimes
he is full of wild optimism, imagining himself to be promenading, floating on the
Thames, or ‘comforting’ his people (to echoes of Handel's Messiah, a favourite
of George IlI's, from which the king is known to have actually sung passages to
himself during his madness). It is a very fine line that Max draws between sheer
exuberance, bitter irony and biting parody.

The first section (CD 1, track 6), entitled ‘The Sentry' (tune: King Prussia’s
Minuet), begins with a frightening instrumental outburst, followed by a percussive
‘ticking' effect to the accompaniment of jittery, eerie string glissandi. The music
seems to be feeling its way in the dark, before an ominous solitary drumbeat
heralds the lurching entry of the king. Amid groans and wails (echoed by the
shrieking clarinet) he greets the sentry at the gate, requesting the key (at the
words ‘The kingdom'the music clearly echoes that of ‘the kingdom of this world'
from the Messiah); the king is preparing to walk out into the countryside, and
promises to reward the soldier with a cabbage from the royal vegetable garden.
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The king is distressed, however, on realising that he is not to be allowed out
through the gate, and breaks down, begging that he should not be imprisoned,
and that his key be restored to him. This touching exchange with the impassive
sentry ends with the plaintive and heartrending request, ‘Pity me. Child, whose
son are you?! The religious overtones only strengthen the feeling of the king's
helplessness.

Throughout the eight sections of Eight Songs for a Mad King (each is
allocated a mocking dance-title, such as ‘Miss Musgrave's Fancy’), the prating
monarch conducts imaginary conversations with the individual caged 'birds'
(the instrumentalists at The Pierrot Players' performances were actually penned
in cages). The crux of this deeply disturbing series of exchanges comes in the
work's seventh section, ‘Country Dance' (another ironic foxtrot), where the king,
screaming and ranting against sin and vice, seizes the violin and violently 'snaps’ it.
At that moment, it is as if his heart breaks (‘It is night on the world"); his insanity
finally gains the fatal upper hand. In the last section, the king, seeming to change
person, movingly announces his own death.

King George's alternation between noble regality and screaming paranoia is
one of the extraordinary, affecting ingredients of this powerful work. There are
moments when we could almost believe him sane, and many more when we
do not. This uncertainty is constantly disconcerting, and our identification with
his dilemma poses the question: is the king's ‘'madness’ somehow a metaphor for
man's hapless state? And is there perhaps a bit of the mad king in each of us?
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Eight Songs for a Mad King acquired a special notoriety, and stirs up controversy
to this day. Having had numerous performances around the world, it remains one
of his best-known and popular works.

Soon afterwards, in June 1969, came the premiere of St Thomas Wake: Foxtrot
for Orchestra, a work whose associations reach back to Max's childhood memories
of World War |I, and to the terrifying experience of hearing German bombs
falling on the house next door. The element of irony in Max's music gains a new
dimension here: the foxtrots, played by a small onstage band, seem to carry on
regardless as the bombs crash around, suggesting a frivolity wholly at odds with
the deadly seriousness of events in Europe during the 1930s and 1940s. Beneath
the violence, exaggeration and musical splintering of this threatening work lies a
criticism of the naivety of those who failed to foresee the war and the holocaust
to which the 1930s were inexorably leading.

The next major work of 1969 was Worldes Blis, subtitled 'Motet for Orchestra’
a work whose magnificent scope and compelling power indicated the direction
Max's symphonic music would take over the next two decades. Dedicated to
Max's teacher at Princeton, Earl Kim, it was first heard in August 1969 at a Proms
concert in London's Royal Albert Hall. That memorable performance, by the BBC
Symphony Orchestra, conducted by the composer, occasioned perhaps the most
dramatic walkout by large numbers of the audience of any work Maxwell Davies
composed during the 1960s.

A good proportion of the audience — and some critics — were clearly
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discomfited by the piece, which makes few concessions and requires an intense
feat of concentration from its listeners, even today, if it is to yield up its rich
rewards. Yet at the time its undoubted weight and import was clear;, and it is fair
to say that it moved British music onto a new plane.

The tune on which the piece is founded, the thirteenth-century secular song
‘Worldes Blis', appears only near the close, on bells and glockenspiel, and even
then it is heard only subliminally, being buried deep within the orchestral texture;
up until then, the melody is disguised, and the whole work, more than forty
minutes long, is a brilliantly sustained medtation upon it. Indeed, Worldes Blis can
be viewed as a piece of music in search of its own ‘lost’ melody, which it finally
reaches, or re-encounters like an old friend, towards the end of the work.

The text underlying Worldes Blis is a strikingly gloomy one, and this accords
with the air of pessimism that had pervaded much of Max's recent music — a
sombre mood that would be transformed, in part, by his first visit to Orkney
the following year, and eventual move there in 1974. 'Worldly oy, it says, ‘is
transitory, and does not endure. Care, sorrow and ill luck attend it. It leaves man
impoverished, weeping and groaning!

The techniques Maxwell Davies employs to disintegrate, pare down, transform
and restore the original tune are similar to those of his other Expressionist works
of this period, but Worldes Blis unfolds on a much larger scale and at a deeper
level. Throughout, the melody is in a very gradual process of transformation and
modification. Its contours — melodic, rhythmic and harmonic — change slightly at
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each new statement. Worldes Blis was also, Max has said, ‘a conscious attempt
to reintegrate the shattered and scattered fragments of my creative persona...
It moves slowly, in long, extremely carefully articulated time-spans, with no
“orchestration™ as such, but a minimal presentation of the material in such a way
as to make the structural bones of the music as clear as possible. In it, also, are
the seeds of later works that emerged during the early years in Orkney, such as
Stone Litany and the First Symphony.

The latter part of the work centres on four ‘development’ sections, in which
first harps, then unpitched percussion, next divided strings and trumpets, and
finally high strings, woodwind and organ are given prominence.

The impressive concluding section (€D I, track 7), heralded by a violent
compression of the material of the earlier development sections, is an awesome
orchestral Lento; it harks back to the work’s spare beginning, but is now very
thickly scored. Both the tensely struggling string line and the assertive, questing
brass recall the working-out of a slow movement by Mahler (most especially
that of his Ninth Symphony, it has been suggested), as well as the concluding
movement of Max's Second Taverner Fantasia. Indeed, Worldes Blis amounts
virtually to a huge, multi-sectioned one-movement symphony; ‘It bears, Stephen
Pruslin has observed, ‘the scars of struggle even while beginning to transcend it/

As the section progresses, the fragments of what has gone before gradually
fall away, and the ‘Worldes Blis" monody can be discerned for the first time, the
shy, delicate chime of the bells peeping almost inaudibly through the gleaming
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orchestral textures. The struggle lasts right to the end, however. The thunder
of drums vyields to a chord, faintly heard in the distance like a distant foghorn
— this ambivalent chord of two superimposed major 3rds (incorporating Max's
trademark diminished 5th, or augmented 4th), played softly by flutes and clarinets,
eerily suggests, by its indeterminacy, that there is perhaps more to be said.

Max has compared Worldes Blis to taking a walk in a treeless landscape, where
cloud, light and the sea, and its reflection, constantly modulate, or affect, the view
one has. 'Orkney's wildest island, he adds, ‘seems to be a natural extension and
a living-out of the territory explored and cartographed in Worldes Blis' — a work
which he identified with ‘a feeling of enormous space, distance, vast perspectives,
a sense of solitariness in a large landscape’. This gripping final section alone is
sufficient to give the feeling that Worldes Blis, with its concentrated intensity, may
be considered not just a personal triumph for Maxwell Davies but one of the
most impressive orchestral achievements of his time.
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Chapter 4
New Horizons: Hoy, Mackay Brown and a New Symphonic Cycle

By the end of 1969, following the premiere by The Pierrot Players of his electrifying
solo dance work Vesdlii Icones, Max was a composer badly in need of a good rest,
and a new beginning. Although, after the fire, he had purchased another Dorset
cottage, Eccliffe Mill, near Gillingham, his need for a new spiritual home and a fresh
start was impelling him towards a move far more dramatic.

During 1970, Maxwell Davies and Harrison Birtwistle sat for a joint portrait
by David Hockney. Then in the summer of the same year, Max and his Australian
friend James Murdoch, the manager of The Pierrot Players, took a holiday in
Orkney. They visited the historic sites on the mainland: the Standing Stones of
Stenness, the Ring of Brogar, and the extraordinary circular chambered tomb
known as Maeshowe. Not far away, at Skara Brae, lay the remains of a Neolithic
Age settlement, which had been miraculously revealed by a great storm in |850.
Orkney is a place where history speaks through the stones.

In Stromness, Orkney's picturesque, second town, Max discovered a new
book, An Orkney Tapestry, by the Orcadian poet and writer, George Mackay Brown.
Mackay Brown's poetry has a special quality: the burr of Orcadian, the lilt of the
Western Isles, a hint of his mother’s Sutherland accent and the hard consonants
and guttural vowels of the Norse sagas all seem to nestle together in his crisp
verse. His lines have a gentleness, but are also direct and succinct. Depictions of
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William Louther in the Fires of London production of the

dance work Vesalii Icones, [969; Anthony Crickmay
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ordinary folk are always sympathetic, and he was invariably on the side of the
poor man. His poems and stories capture ordinary, free-spirited Orkney people
down the ages.

In An Orkney Tapestry, Mackay Brown traced the many layers of Orkney's
history, from prehistoric times through the violent period of the Norsemen and
on to the present day. Max was so enthralled that he stayed up all night reading
the book. The section that most fired his imagination was the tale of the Viking
Earls, Magnus and Hakon, and the bloody outcome of the two cousins' rivalry.

Max travelled the next day across the sound to Hoy, the second largest of
Orkney's islands; its great foreland, St John's Head, towers more than 300 metres
above the Atlantic, close to the stone stack known as the ‘Old Man of Hoy". But
Max's destination lay five miles across the island, beyond glowering Ward Hill: a
wide cove, formed during the Ice Age by the murrain forcing its way downhill so as
to shape the green, open valley of Rackwick. Much of the rest of the island is bare,
or coated in rough peat; Rackwick, on the other hand, is like a verdant oasis.

Nobody had lived there for years, apart from a local farmer, Jack Rendall,
whose sheep grazed in the valley. Few of the houses were habitable, although
one, Muckle House, near the stony sea front at the foot of the cliff, was used as
a weekend holiday home by a doctor from Stromness.

It was here that Peter Maxwell Davies met George Mackay Brown, the very
day after An Orkney Tapestry had so gripped his imagination. Here was the man
who was to be Max’s close collaborator over the next quarter-century, the poet
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Chapter 4

Max with George Mackay Brown. Stromness, Orkney, June 1977
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with whose verses Max’s music was to become inextricably entwined. Max also
met George's friends, Archie and Elizabeth Bevan, whose Stromness home would
become a welcome haven for the composer.

Already Max was forming the idea that Rackwick could be the place he
had been looking for. Windswept Orkney was the very landscape for which he
seemed to be reaching out in the ‘vast spaces’ of Worldes Blis — a place that would
lift his spirits, and give him new inspiration.

Max’s attention focused upon a solitary, roofless cottage, high up the cliff,
open to the skies