A CONVERSATION WITH ROBIN WALKER
by Martin Anderson

Let’s start at the beginning: I read somewhere that you were born in York in 1953. Did
you grow up there, too?
Yes, I did. I became a chorister in York Minster at the age of eight; I went to school
at York Minster Song School and was a chorister for six years. I ended up as Head
Chorister. I sometimes think that singing in the Minster was the only natural thing
I’ve been able to do, musically or otherwise. The leadership involved in being head
of the choir at that young age of thirteen or fourteen was very remarkable: and the
whole repertoire of Anglican church music was absorbed.
If you were a chorister from the age of eight, your musicality must have been revealed
much earlier, I imagine.
Yes, it’s always been far more natural than manipulating words or speaking, and I
know I go on about words being my third language, but for somebody who evaluates
experience through feeling, then it’s a very clear conduit to music, and a much less
clear conduit from feeling to words, unless you’re gifted like Ted Hughes or Alan
Bennett or someone like that. It was something I could naturally do, and just in
things like singing yourself to sleep as an infant, for example, there’s a function in
music-making which is putting fear to one side and distracting yourself from things
you don’t want to think about.
My niece, who is three, does that every night: she sings for an hour or so after she has
gone to bed.
Marvellous! I know exactly what that impulse is – an entirely natural impulse. It was
because I was afraid of the dark, but also it was a desire to improvise, and to have
company while I was on my own.
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Were your parents artistic, or was this something instinctual?
My father had been in the war for five years, he was a painter and decorator, a very
strong and practical man, very well organised, and in social caste really quite lowly. My
mother played the piano, and you could call her sensitive – an incipient artist; but she
never had the money or the opportunity to pursue it. But certainly her character and
her psychological make-up were what we would call artistic; she could have blossomed
in other circumstances. And I felt that I belonged to her rather than to Father, but that
would be natural enough. There was a shared sensibility there, and she got me playing
the piano and into the Minster choir.
Did you have similar siblings?
No, no brothers or sisters, and that’s another dimension to the music-making: being
solitary – not being a loner, but being alone and needing to be alone – I think creates
the conditions for creativity, given that everything else is in place: all the sensing and
feeling – and having more of an artisanal view of things than an intellectual one. I
think the proper opposite of the intellectual, if there is one, is the artisan – where the
actual making and crafting of materials, and the understanding of them, are to the fore.
Writing music is knowing how to deal with the bassoon, how you cover the holes, and
how you get a noise out of an awkward nineteenth-century instrument, and master a
double reed – it is a very practical way of going about things.
Did you go to university after your time at York Minster?
No, I went to St Peter’s School, a minor public school down the road from York Minster,
and I was there for four years. I learned to love the schools I attended, though I would
say – mild-mannered and very keen to please as I was – that sitting at a desk for ten
years from eight to eighteen was more or less a waste of time: I did not ever attune to
it. Moreover, music was thought of as a lowly, non-academic subject that was sniffed
at. And if you were going to do an advanced level in it, no university worth its salt was
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going to think of it as an academic qualification. So I didn’t do music at A-Level. It was
completely potty.
I had a similar experience in my school: the music lessons were perfunctory, the master
couldn’t have cared less, and when I showed some interest in Mahler in my early teens, I
was treated almost as if I were a deviant.
Ha! It was a big let-down from the Minster, where, with practical considerations and
singing six days a week, twenty hours a week, you had to be at your best in performance,
manage crises, and all that. School was unreal, because it was a management of the
intellect, which has never been my strong point: I’ve never wanted to use music as a peg
on which to hang an intellect. When I became a music-teacher at Manchester University,
I would say just about all my colleagues were that way inclined: they had big brains, and
they found that music was a means of exercising them. But what music actually is – as
sensing and feeling – I don’t think they experienced through those channels.
You were a student at Durham University; did you take up the post in Manchester after
your graduation from there?
I went to Oxford University after my time at Durham. It was a mistake! I wanted to go
there; nobody had obliged me, of course. I just thought I’d be the bee’s knees if I were
there. It sounds silly now, but I liked the colour of the D. Phil. robes, and I fancied
myself in all that. It was a crass piece of immature nonsense. I was massively taken
by Wagner, and went to Bayreuth, and studied Wagner for three years at Oxford. But
I was never going to be a scholar, and so I just gave it up and moved to London and
the Royal College of Music for a year, which was a breath of fresh air – a conservatoire
where the performance and composition of music actually mattered more than anything
else, and scholarship and analysis, however much I had leaned on them, were just not
a factor; it was the performance and composition that mattered. After London I went
to Manchester; it was 1980 and I was 27. It was the first full-time job I had had, and I
became Lecturer in Music. Given all I have said, and do say, about academic constraints,
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I never felt comfortable being a university teacher, and it got to the point when I had
to leave, and I had to leave the city as well, and went out and lived next to a farm. This
was in 1987. Leaving the university, you lose all sorts of things – money and status, for
example. I went and rented a little cottage in a village in the Pennines and started to cook
up my own stuff. I was desperate to put a flame underneath things and start composing
and showing what I was made of.
Had you not been composing before that?
Oh, yes, I was, from earliest days, scribbling with a pencil as a chorister and through
school – though there was no encouragement at school, really – and at university my
Australian composer teacher David Lumsdaine was a real intellectual of the sort that I
am talking about. But he was an intellectual who was very musical, and who convinced
me you had to have a mind in order to be some sort of creative force, and that personal
emotion was subject to certain artistic rules. This discipline he put across within the
modernist mind-set of the time, and it took a while for me to realise that his instruction
also incorporated the laws of nature into his call for discipline.
So did you turn your back on your earlier compositions?
Yes, I did: I sort of restarted in my late twenties. I wrote one piece at that time which I
still acknowledge. I kind of lost sight of it in the next few years. I tried to hold on to its
modest achievement, but could not. It was a chamber piece I wrote when I was 28; it
was performed in quite a few places and was recorded. But I just lost sight of its musical
qualities. I started properly to acknowledge my pieces from my early to mid-thirties,
at about the time I left university teaching, and even those pieces are heavily revised,
mainly because I didn’t mature until I had had fifteen years of education of one sort or
another. I’d say it was when I was 34, and had left Manchester and gone to live in the
hills – with mid-life challenges approaching – that I thought: ‘Well, I’ve just got to hoik
myself into some kind of maturity’, and that this meant being obedient to tradition –
recognising that tradition springs from addressing basic urges and desires, and that it is
the shaping of these that produces something artistically valid.
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There is indeed a physicality about your music, which reminds me a lot of Birtwistle:
although it’s stylistically very different, it has a similar physical impact.
I’m glad to hear that. I spent nearly a day with Harrison Birtwistle about four or five
months ago. It was very revealing – it showed me what I can say ‘amen’ to of what he
does, and what I can’t say ‘amen’ to. He’s not an intellectual – mercifully; he’s a craftsmanthinking type – who doesn’t evaluate through feeling at all. But he’s a genius, without a
shadow of a doubt. And he’s a thorny so-and-so.
You sometimes get the impression that he composes with a chisel.
Yes, it is monumental, and he’s immensely physically and constitutionally strong. He was
80 when I saw him and you really would have no idea you were talking to an 80-yearold. I bought a lot of Birtwistle scores when nobody else that I knew knew Birtwistle or
libraries had them; I spent a lot of money on things like The Mask of Orpheus. I always
kept my distance from him because, while he’s a genius and comes from nowhere, it
seems to me there is not a page that you can emotionally identify with when you’ve
heard a piece of his. I think it’s great invention, but some of it can be very difficult to
listen to. But there is a physicality there which I greatly admire.
That’s a point I wanted to get to. Do you see the physicality in your own music as linked to
your renunciation of academe and your embrace of more natural surroundings?
Yes, but also it was to do with self-recognition, that I was a feeling type of man who
wanted to write in the heroic vein of Wagner and Tchaikovsky (and anybody else of like
mind), and that this was where my mental make-up could express itself. I also wished
to remake a kind of tonality, which I think of as modal, really – modality with
chromaticism – and I came to realise that such a language, modal and chromatic, dates
back literally thousands of years, to those Greek gravestones where there is modal
music carved on them, through Gregorian chant, to whatever you like – late Beethoven
is modal, it seems to me; Parsifal is modal, a lot of it. And so I wanted an undying,
transcendent kind of language, based in the timelessness of modality.
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You’ve mentioned here Wagner and Tchaikovsky and call Beethoven and Brahms to witness
in your notes. I would have thought that Sibelius would be the obvious composer to cite in
this context.
Yes, he is; he’s the unmentioned one. I feel I am a northern European. Southern Europe is
great and wonderful, but when it comes to psychological make-up and the environment
and the weather and Protestantism and work-ethic, I’m northern European and I
identify with Sibelius more than anybody else.
The thing that I find more impressive in Sibelius than in any other composer is the sense of
organicism in the music.
Yes, that’s right, but it’s organicism crossed with the metaphor of constructing and
building, and I don’t think that you can have the organic without the constructional, and
you can’t construct something without the organic playing its own part: the construction
would fall down.
Well, a tree is entirely organic but if it weren’t also well constructed, it would topple over!
I used to dream, when I was in this period of ferment in my mid-thirties that The Stone
Maker came out of, of large stone structures with trees, trunks and branches, wound
round them. That was the visual image of what I was attempting to combine, and which
I am persuaded that somebody like Beethoven is actually doing – a cross between the
organic and constructional metaphors.
You mean the sort of image we know from Angkor Wat?
Yes, those images represent very well, in an exotic location, the circumstances of the
dream, although what I used to dream about is some version of York Minster, with a
high nave – a kind of spiritual home, I guess, or some domicile in which you can live
and move and have your being, a kind of temple of the spirit in which art can function.
Always in my mind there is the cross between the organic, which is me singing my
stuff and generating it out, and then it being curbed and tamed by the laws of
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construction – that you can only repeat something a certain number of times before
the need for development and mobility makes its claim. So you are crossing between
the organic and the constructional all the time. I’m assuming that’s what Beethoven and
Sibelius and Tchaikovsky (less successfully, as a symphonist) are doing, and in my own
very little way I identify with that.
Are you a religious man?
I am religious, but I have no recourse to any faith: I gave up Christianity when I would
have been mid- to late twenties. I think of the origin of the word ‘religion’ in Latin,
ligare, as in ‘ligament’, ‘to connect’, as a ligament connects muscle to bone; and so religare
would be ‘to reconnect’. I think that Carl Gustav Jung got it wrong when he said that
relegere – which is ‘to re-read’ or ‘to consider carefully’ – was what it was. So my desire is
to reconnect with what I have lost, and that is a religious quest, a quest of reconnection.
The works on this CD have all got a kind of religious impulse.
That’s right. The making of the work, as an artisan making an expressive shape, moves
me on and reconnects me; it makes me feel better as the result of making something. I
think man is naturally a maker. What is the Greek? Doesn’t ‘poet’ come from the Greek
ποιέω, ‘I make’? So the desire to make is a sort of reconnecting religious activity – and
the artisan in me feels satisfied with the tangible results. The question of rock and stone
makers and kings and all this is the sense of having made something that is durable, and
stone is my image for the durable. So ‘Stone Maker’ – he makes the durable and feels
better for the result. The ‘Stone King’ is durable nobility: the king is noble; the stone is
durable. I want to make something that is noble and durable – I feel better for that, I feel
religiously OK. I’ve connected with my real self, if you like – which always is lost and
needs to be refound. So the process of composition is an overcoming and a refinding.
Martin Anderson writes for a variety of publications, among them The Independent, Fanfare in
the USA, Klassisk Musikkmagasin in Norway and Finnish Music Quarterly. He founded and runs
Toccata Classics and Toccata Press.
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COMPOSITION AS PHYSICAL REALITY
by Robin Walker

For nearly thirty years I have lived successively on, or next to, farms in the Pennine
Hills of the West Riding of Yorkshire. If I have learned one thing in that time, it is
the primacy of nature in the sustaining of our lives. My encounter with nature on the
farm is always an experience of physical reality: I gather kindling, and chop wood for
my fire; I repair fence-posts and wiring to contain the animals; if a lamb falls down a
cattle-grid in the spring, I pull it out; when heavy rain threatens flooding, I clear the
drainage channels and unblock the pipes; in the allotment garden I dig the vegetable
patches and husband my crops. And so on.
When I ponder the basis of musical tradition, and the instinct at work in its
making, I think of it as partaking of the same physical reality that is my daily
experience of activity on the farm. This reality is not, by definition, an intellectual
activity: physical labour apart, it is the treatment of sensing and feeling by artisanal
craftsmanship, resulting in an almost tangible musical object – an object that has a
realised shape, which is expressive.
That there is a significant degree of similarity between musical creativity and our
functioning in the natural world seems to me a grounded conclusion to arrive at – an
unforced reasoning, amply and clearly illustrated by the music of the composers who
have come to matter to me, and who form the tradition I am speaking of.
But for someone who was a youth and a university student of music in the
1970s, this conclusion did not seem to be countenanced as reality either by those
immediately set over us, or by those who led musical thought in the wider world.
Rather, the process of intellectual cleansing that had gathered momentum in
most areas of life for a generation (the third quarter of the twentieth century) had
seemingly achieved a degree of confidence and authority that made any objection to
it all but inadmissible.
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I am talking about my experience of avant-garde modernism in music forty years
ago. It was a ‘movement’ – and the moving was presented as being both ungainsayable
and inevitable: as inevitable as the progress of a train on a funicular railway climbing
a mountain, constantly ascending, powered by its own inexhaustible ardour. We who
found ourselves authoritatively shepherded onto this train – by cultural conditions in
general and by academic constraint in particular – believed it might be prudent to take
the journey; indeed, we thought that the ascent could get us somewhere, and that in the
process we might escape being condemned as musically irrelevant.
My tutor as an undergraduate at Durham University was the Australian composer
David Lumsdaine. He was, in some ways, the embodiment of the intellectual rigour and
modernism of which I write: an enforcer of musical reconstruction, and a purveyor of
what seemed to me a new musical theology, in which it was necessary to have almost
blind faith.
I take no credit for placing my faith in David Lumsdaine: at the time I was far too illequipped and inadequate to do otherwise. His conviction attracted me, and he had the
voice of authority – and in putting my faith in him I received two unlooked-for benefits
of much value. The first, which I started to experience almost straightaway, was that as
a recognised disciple I received a master’s wisdom, clearly and earnestly and lovingly
conveyed – and I felt that the nature of this conveyance was at least as important as
what was actually imparted. This was because the conveyance encouraged an intimacy
that fostered trust, and the desire to reach for the human virtue based upon it. That the
composition of music would be the means to this end was essentially secondary, because
I was learning from him – above all – that musical art requires selflessness.
The other benefit, which I took longer to appreciate, was that for all the bruising
and seeming-unnaturalness involved in discipleship to such a teacher, I was – under
his influence – slowly but surely acknowledging the necessity of building an intellectual
backbone (vertebra by vertebra) and in the process learning to live with ambiguity. The
particular ambiguity I am talking about is that which sets cherished subjective emotion
against renunciatory discipline – a discipline initially imposed from outside by a teacher
(with all the appearance of intellectual theory), but which eventually is accepted as a
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natural internal function – the living with which occasions a marriage between the two
(subjective emotion and discipline), and the offspring of which is a passionate classicism.
In my periodic discussions with self about the basis of musical tradition, it is this process
I always recall and confirm.
The ten-or-so years I was with David Lumsdaine was an apprenticeship. On its
conclusion I was able – unobtrusively but not without fear – to leave the carriage on the
funicular railway train (having definitely decided it was making a journey to nowhere)
and make my own way on foot down the mountain. At the base of the mountain I was
in a sense back where I started. I felt, however, that my protracted education was finally
over, and that musically I was equipped to stand on my own two feet. I now had an
immense appetite to make something of a magnitude that I had never attempted before,
and it was this desire that resulted in my writing the orchestral work The Stone Maker 4 .
I began The Stone Maker in 1987 with the central aim of producing an expressive
form that would engage with and overcome turbulent forces. In doing so I
was undertaking something mythopoeic, which is to say that the urgent need was to
distance – to mythologise – personal emotion and make a recognisable object out of
the action. It was a process of rationalising emotion on a scale much larger than I had
attempted before, but which circumstances had invited: circumstances that were created
by a desire for self-renewal through the accomplishment of such a quest. It was as
though a lengthy spiritual adventure and its associated tasks had to be undergone, and
eventually emerged from, before such renewal could be experienced.
To aid this quest, certain symphonic archetypes were at hand – among the most
prominent being the Fifth Symphony of Beethoven and the First Symphony of Brahms.
In such symphonic archetypes the progress from frenzy to sanity, from tumult to
subjugation, does not merely validate the form – it is the form, and is integral to the
expressive shape that results.
The process I am describing also governs the making of style. In The Stone Maker the
style is propagated and modified by the procedure that it serves, and in the course of this
inevitably suggests musical gestures and dramatisations from works of the past that are
engaged in similar action. The style also illustrates a personal digestion of modernism:
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the retention of what nurtures (from, say, Tippett and Birtwistle) and the excretion of
what does not.
Though the prime purpose of writing The Stone Maker was to produce an objective
artefact, it had, as I was writing it, a secondary purpose. It was in my mind to find a
symphonic competence that could then be put at the service of characteristic music
in opera. My preoccupation in the next decade was bringing such an opera about;
expanding and lengthening the principle espoused in The Stone Maker into what is in
effect a staged symphony for voices and instruments that lasts ninety minutes.
I returned to abstract orchestral music in 2005 and wrote The Stone King 3 . In
this work the symphonic archetype, as discussed above, was not followed. The piece is
a symphonic poem in two parts. The first part generates circumstances that lead to a
collapse, and the second part is the recovery from that collapse, and the restoration of
equilibrium.
By symphonic poem I mean a musical dramatisation of an already existing scenario.
The scenario of The Stone King involves tragic loss and consequent infirmity in the first
part, and restitution through confession and self-interrogation in the second. In this
second part a solo euphonium articulates the confession and self-interrogation, and the
orchestra responds in such a way as to allow a process of integration to take place, with
the consequent discovery of new truth. To some extent the work is a self-portrait or a
proportioned self-dramatisation. My epigraph to the work in the score runs:
‘The Stone King takes,
The Stone King breaks,
The Stone King makes’,
Tralee cried-O.

The ‘Stone King’ is taken as an image of our humanity at its best – an image of durability
(stone) and nobility (king). Though the ‘Stone King’ (intransitively) ‘takes’ and ‘breaks’,
he has the fortitude to remain upright, and subsequently ‘makes’ out of his experience.
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The impulse that produced Great Rock Is Dead 1 was a desire to resolve the
grief occasioned by my father’s death in 2005. He is the ‘great rock’ that is dead, and
is mourned as a chief that has passed. Nonetheless, as my epigraph to the work puts it:
‘Great Rock is Dead’
Said my master to me.
‘Great Rock is Dead,
O my bonny Tralee’.
‘So let the edge cut’,
Said my master to me.
‘Let the edge cut,
O my bonny Tralee.’

In other words, the death of the most significant male in one’s life – however beloved – is
also a liberation that creates more scope for action.
In forming the work I decided to take the known features of a funeral march and
transcend them symphonically in such a way as to make loss into triumph. This involved
infiltrating the structure of a funeral march with the mobility and development of
symphony. To this end I progressively replaced the rigidity of a known structure with
the fluidity of expressive shape, and used this process to illustrate a symbolic liberation
from death.
The opera that I have already mentioned as having occupied me for a decade after
The Stone Maker was orchestrated between 2011 and 2013, and the Prelude to Odysseus
on Ogygia 2 dates from this time. The opera narrates how Odysseus, detained for seven
years on the island of Ogygia by the sensual goddess Calypso, realises that he must
leave the island if he is to escape spiritual death. The Prelude, the end of which has been
adapted for concert performance, lays out this challenge symphonically, and derives
its formal validity from a natural sequence of desires: to summon the will for the task
ahead (to break free of Calypso and leave Ogygia), to test the will by exposing it to
inimical forces (the vengeful god Poseidon who would destroy Odysseus) and to show
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that these forces do not intimidate the will. The first two of these successive impulses are
dramatised in opposition, and the third impulse is the resolved result: an operatically
characterised version of the conflict classically associated with symphony and sonata
and its abstract themes.
In summary, these four orchestral pieces are founded upon physical reality, and all
move towards a notion of clarity in their different ways – a principle that is responsible
for the nature of their formation. They have been made out of a prevailing impulse to
overcome – a condition of instinct that finds an apt outlet in the practice of symphonic
music – and in a language that is capable of illustrating this tendency.

The career of Alexander Walker – no relation to Robin Walker,
incidentally – has taken him all over the world. He is particularly
highly regarded for his performances of nineteenth- and
twentieth-century central and eastern European repertoire as well
as being a passionate advocate for British music internationally.
Recent appearances have included concerts with the Russian
State Symphony Orchestra, Prague Philharmonia, Musica Viva
Symphony Orchestra, Novaya Rossiya, the Belgrade Philharmonic,
George Enescu Philharmonic and North Hungarian Symphony
Orchestras, as well as with orchestras throughout Finland,
Denmark, Poland, Turkey, the Balkans and elsewhere.
In the UK he has conducted concerts with the BBC
Philharmonic Orchestra (broadcast on BBC Radio 3), the
City of London Sinfonia and New Queen’s Hall Orchestra. He
recently made his debut with the English Chamber Orchestra at
Cadogan Hall and has been developing a relationship with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra,
conducting a number of concerts with it, including an Elgar birthday concert in Malvern. His
recent pioneering recordings, for Naxos, of music by Havergal Brian and Ignatz Waghalter with
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the Novaya Rossiya Symphony Orchestra and the RPO have been received with both popular
and critical acclaim.
Working regularly at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, he has toured with the Royal
Ballet to the Bolshoi and Mariinsky Theatres in Russia, throughout the USA, including the
Metropolitan Opera and Kennedy Center, as well as to Singapore, Korea, Japan and Turkey.
He has conducted performances of The Nutcracker at the Royal Opera House as well as ballet
productions for the Finnish and Norwegian National Operas and Scottish Ballet.
Alexander Walker studied with Ilya Musin at the St Petersburg Conservatoire and has
since performed throughout the former Soviet Union, where many of his concerts have been
broadcast on national television and radio. He is a regular guest conductor with a number of
orchestras in Finland, Denmark, Poland, the Balkans, Turkey and Romania.
Passionate about opera, he has worked for a number of companies including Opera North,
Grange Park Opera and English Touring Opera. In addition to most of the standard repertoire,
he has conducted a number of contemporary works, as well as operas by Dvořák, Janáček,
Moniuszko and Shostakovich.
The Novaya Rossiya State Symphony Orchestra was founded in 1990. In 2002 Yuri Bashmet
was appointed director, opening a new chapter in its history. The Orchestra is a frequent guest
at festivals in Russia and abroad, including the Easter and Alfred Schnittke Festivals in Moscow,
the Besançon Festival, the Athens Festival and the Festival of Russian Art in Essen, Germany.
Since 2008, the Orchestra has annually taken part in the Yury Bashmet Winter Music Festival
in Sochi and the Yury Bashmet International Festivals in Yaroslavl and Minsk.
The Orchestra has a regular subscription series under the auspices of the Moscow
Philharmonic Association, with varied programmes aimed at both adult and younger listeners.
The Orchestra has given premieres of works by such composers as Alexander Baltin, Vladimir
Belyaev, Georgy Buzogly, Edison Denisov, Boris Frankshteyn, Sofia Gubaydulina, Ghia
Kancheli, Vladimir Komarov, Igor Raykhelson, Nino Rota, Alfred Schnittke, Emil Tabakov,
Mikhail Tariverdiyev and Alexander Tchaikovsky.
Since 2002, the orchestra has played more than 350 concerts in Russia and abroad,
including in cities of the Volga region, the Urals, Siberia, the Moscow region, the Baltic States,
Azerbaijan, Belarus and Ukraine, as well as in Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany,
Greece, Great Britain, India, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Spain and Turkey.
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