Conversation with Chet - Programme Notes

I was delighted to be asked by Roger and the Orchestra to compose a piece to mark his seventieth birthday. 

The commission was originally to write a work for full symphony orchestra only, but the idea of Conversation with Chet, and therewith the need for a soloist evolved early on in the compositional process when I had already written about 3 or 4 minutes of the music. This in itself is an unusual pattern in that I would normally decide before commencing a piece whether there is to be a solo voice or not, but in this instance it is merely indicative of the organic way in which the whole piece has developed from beginning to end. 

I purposely wanted to have no pre-conceived ideas about the form of the piece - depending on the nature of a work, I sometimes think that pre-ordained form is only necessary if one feels a need for it, and whilst I had a variety of notions, mostly loose, on the way I thought the structure of the piece would develop, I certainly wanted to leave the doors open so as to maximise spontaneity with the composition in being able to move in all manner of directions as I went along. In retrospect I suppose that whilst I wanted everything to come from me, and therefore to be notated, I also wanted an unplanned and more improvisatory feel to the composition, so maybe this was unknowingly part of my thinking. Certain elements were to some extent programmatic with regard to the content, but by and large it grew and developed in a natural way, with every element of what had gone before having a bearing on what followed. 

Further to this, I wanted to focus in the piece on giving a reflection of my inner self, as well as a personal representation of many of my thoughts with regard to what I had gleaned of Roger’s life and music. We talked at some length about his life, his musical loves, and what I came to understand about his resilience in surmounting his long-term illness. There are various musical references throughout the work which stem from these conversations.

There was a conscious employment of a harmonic language which has direct parallels with modern jazz harmonies, as is the case with so many contemporary works which to most listeners would apparently have no connection with the jazz idiom – the two are, after all intertwined. The tonality could be defined as ‘non-specific’, with a general gravitation towards movement by step (another parallel with jazz harmonic progression).

I try not to recognise the ‘categorisation’ of various music types which evolved due to the general fragmentation of music in the past. This is not a ‘crossover’ piece, but merely a piece of contemporary music which draws on a variety of influences.

My wish to have a conversation with Chet [Baker] stemmed from the significance to me of many his fundamental values and qualities – the depth of his inner reflection, his innate gift for melody and lyricism, his pure music making combined with technical brilliance, and some parallels for whatever reason in the core of melancholy running through his choice of notes. There's a relevant quote from Chet: when once asked what he was actually thinking about when he was up on stage playing, he thought a little and then came up with a simple answer: "The next pretty note". At first sight seemingly lacking in eloquence, this was precisely what he was all about – he strove when he was playing for every note that he played to have a profundity, to the point that if he couldn’t hear a line in his head that satisfied him before playing it, he would just stop playing, sometimes momentarily but sometimes for quite a long pause, until he picked it up in his head again, and then he would continue. This methodology has a direct relevance with how I try to work – I am continually grilling my mind to strive for each next individual note(s), until I am happy that I have found what is, for me, the next best path forward.

I was unclear until I had nearly finished the piece whether it was going to be best suited to a jazz or classical soloist, and I initially thought the former. One thing on which I was clear however was that it would require a player with many diverse and rich characteristics because of where it ‘sat’. Both the jazz trumpeter Guy Barker and Alison Balsom worked on the piece while I was writing it, and once I had got to a point where it was clear what sort of animal the solo part was going to be, we decided to use Alison, who we felt had the versatility for both the sound and the feel that the piece required. I now strongly feel that genre of player is unimportant however – the piece simply requires a trumpeter who possesses the many and varied qualities needed, and can lend themselves to the demands inherent in it. 

