NOT IN OUR TIME
A choral work for tenor & baritone soloists, mixed
choir, youth choir and symphony orchestra
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"'Not In Our Time' stands in a powerful tradition of English oratorios that are highly political and overtly
pacifist, drawing upon texts old and new to make the link between the contemporary and specific on the
one hand, and the timeless and absolute on the other. I believe what the world needs now is a message
of healing, of moderation and shared humanity – and that is precisely what Blackford provides in this new
work. It may take a while for his natural optimism to break through, but when it does, it is glorious.
Drawing alarming parallels between the Christian-Muslim conflicts of 900 years ago and the comparable
miseries of today, he forces his audience to look in the eye a profound, hideous truth: century after century,
men abandon their shared humanity all too readily, using religious rhetoric to inspire nauseating atrocities.
The texts used are alternately shaming and moving – and both the lyrical inspiration and the orchestration
are of the highest level.
'Not In Our Time' is perhaps closer to Tippett than to Britten –
rooted in tonality whilst pushing at its boundaries when anger
strikes – but both influences are palpably there, without the
slightest hint of it being derivative. Invention is all – and there
is invention aplenty. This is a paean of and to hope, a
proclamation of shared humanity and, above all, a great
oratorio for the peacemakers. This is a serious piece, but
infinitely rewarding. Frankly, the more people who listen to it,
the better, happier and more at peace with itself the world will
be."
Michael McManus Gramophone

Catherine Wyn-Rogers, Gerald Finley, Gregory Kunde

www.wyastone.co.uk/richard-blackford-not-in-our-time.html
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The Bach Choir, Philharmonia Orchestra,
New London Children’s Choir
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Richard Blackford

RICHARD BLACKFORD

Richard Blackford is one of the pre-eminent concert and media composers of the UK. His music
has been performed and broadcast all over the world and has been featured in the Adelaide,
Cork, Montepulciano, Brighton, Cheltenham, Long Island and Berlin Festivals. He is the
recipient of several awards, including First Prize at the Houston Film Festival, The Royal
Television Society Award, the Mendelssohn Scholarship and the Tagore Gold Medal. In 2000
he wrote a four-hour choral and orchestral score for CNN/BBC Millennium, which won an
Emmy Award for Best Title Sequence and for which Richard was nominated for Outstanding
Achievement in Music. His collaborators include Ted Hughes, Maya Angelou, Tony Harrison
and Alistair Beaton.

Voices of Exile
Catherine Wyn-Rogers, mezzo-soprano
Gregory Kunde, tenor
Gerald Finley, baritone
The Bach Choir
The Philharmonia Orchestra
New London Children’s Choir

David Hill, conductor
1

Prelude (Tenor Solo and Chorus)

4.40

PART I Memories of Home
2
3
4

Bengal (Chorus with tape)
Tibet (Baritone Solo)
Zaire (Chorus)

1.30
3.22
3.39

PART II Journeys
5
6
7
8

Somalia (Tenor Solo with tape)
Tibet (Baritone Solo)
Austria – Passacaglia (Chorus and Children’s Chorus)
Somalia – Fugue (Chorus)
2

2.48
2.22
3.38
2.33
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His feature film credits include City of Joy, Prometheus and Song For A Raggy Boy, the latter
winning eleven international film festival awards. He is the most performed media composer in
Germany, having over one hundred and forty drama feature credits to his name for ZDF alone.
UK TV credits include the acclaimed BBC BAFTA-nominated drama Fingersmith, A Little Bit Of
Lippy, Summer Solstice, Ruth Rendell Mysteries, 1940s House, Family, Finding Sarah, Preston
Front and The Shell Seekers, starring Vanessa Redgrave. in 2008 Richard was appointed the first
ever Composer in Association with the Brno Philharmonic, who gave the world premiere of his
Violin Concerto.
Richard has written extensively for the theatre, and his credits include: The Pig Organ (Royal
Opera House), The Prince’s Play (Royal National Theatre), King (Piccadilly Theatre), Follow My
Leader (Birmingham Rep and Hampstead Theatre). Both of his critically acclaimed choral works
Mirror Of Perfection and Voices of Exile were the subjects of television documentaries and
have been frequently broadcast on Classic FM and BBC Radio 3. September 2011 saw the
premiere of another major choral work Not In Our Time, commissioned for the Centenary of
the Bournemouth Symphony Chorus, at the Cheltenham Music Festival. It was subsequently
performed to great acclaim in Chicago in 2012.
www.blackford.co.uk
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EPILOGUE

PART III Prison
9 Chile (Mezzo-soprano Solo)
10 Nigeria (Tenor and Baritone Soli)
11 Turkey (Chorus)

No 18 (Tenor solo)
Poem by Tony Harrison
The candle burns, but for how long?
Loneliness, loss, exile, grief
may move the sufferer into song
that like the candle’s bright but brief.

4.25
6.36
2.39

PART IV Exile

(The multilingual voices of poets of many nationalities speaking ‘Exile has no frontiers’ are
heard once again on tape.)
The love moth seeks the flame that men
Must light and light again.

(The violin reprises the short, fragmented, fluttering phrases of the opening, and crescendos
defiantly.)

3.26
3.29
3.58

PART V Freedom
15
16
17
18

Greece (Chorus)
Kurdistan (Mezzo-soprano and Tenor Soli)
Angola (Mezzo-soprano, Tenor, Baritone Soli, Chorus and Children’s Chorus)
Epilogue (Tenor Solo)

Several of the poems from Voices of Exile may be found in the following anthologies:
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1.41
2.54
4.38
2.18

Total playing time 60.36

Recorded on 20-22 April 2005 at Abbey Road Studios, London
Mixed at Lansdowne Studios
Produced by Chris Craker
Executive Producer Richard Blackford
Engineered and Edited by James Collins
Mastering by Simon Haram
Cover Photograph by Tracy Greenaway
With special thanks to Peter Bevan, Herbert Kretzmer, Audrey Blackford, Peter Hargitay
Carolyn and Sandrey Date.

Captured Voices, edited by Janna Letts and Fiona Whytehead (Victor Gollancz)
The Bend in the Road and Crossing the Border, both edited by Jennifer Langer (Five Leaves).
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12 Bosnia (Baritone Solo)
13 Macedonia (Chorus with tape)
14 Algeria (Mezzo-soprano Solo)

Voices of Exile is published by Novello
For more information visit www.blackford.co.uk
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No 16 (Mezzo soprano and Tenor duet)
My Wish by Mohammed Khaki (Kurdistan)

Voices of Exile
In 1992 I recorded a 15-year-old girl refugee in the Kalighat slum area of Calcutta. Her
village had been destroyed by drought and she, like hundreds of thousands, lived on
Calcutta’s streets. When her family left her village they had to walk for days and
consequently could take none of their few possessions. All she could bring with her, she
said, were her songs. For Kamla the songs were her link with her village, her past and her
culture – they represented a part of her dignity. Although at the time I did not know it, I
felt that one day I would write a work that would incorporate Kamla’s beautiful song and
the stories of others like her.
Thirteen years later the political debate on refugees and asylum seekers often seems to
overlook the fact that these people are individuals, not statistics or political footballs.
Voices of Exile makes no overt political point; it tries rather to give voice to a wide-ranging
group of writers who have suffered exile, prison, sometimes torture, and who can give an
insight into the shared experience of the refugee. It is an uncomfortable subject, yet one
which, after being introduced to the work of the Medical Foundation and Prisoners of
Conscience in 2000, I decided to make the theme of Voices of Exile.
The work of most of the writers and poets I selected covers their experiences of the last
few years – human tragedies that are occurring today and will occur tomorrow. At the
outset I realised that a cantata on this subject begs the question – can the humanities
humanise, can art make any difference? Theodore Adorno wrote: ‘There can be no poetry
after Auschwitz’; in other words, has the instinct for poetry in the post-Holocaust era been
burned out of mankind? Tony Harrison, my collaborator for the last nine years, refuted
that famous statement by writing ‘There can only be poetry after Auschwitz’. The fact that
refugees and torture victims have recorded their thoughts and experiences in prose and
poetry that is in turn poignant, passionate, bleak, courageous and humorous, affirms the
ability of at least some to celebrate life even after experiencing the worst that can befall
them.
4
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In my dreams
I come to your tent
Filling my shepherd’s basket with
Songs of mountain starlings.
I make for you a bed of sweet violets.
My arms entwine you as honeysuckle.

No 17 (Soloists, Chorus and Children’s Choir)
Daughter of the Desert by Antonio Joaquim Marques (Angola)
Daughter of the desert
I am the last bird of thunder
Rider of storms in paths of wind
Tonight I bring you the water font of desire
Feel this my passionate pulse
I have come to plant hope in your suffering
heart
In these vast landscapes of your sand
I shall trap the scorpions of death
I shall transform this land of fire dust
Into life.

Look how I plunge between the hemispheres
Through the night of longing
I have come to make of your dry lips
The wet reflection of moonlight
Here then are my flowers of freedom
And my first calabash of rain.
Now wipe away your tears my love
And dance with me to the restless winds.
With harmony of dreams
I shall pluck the fingerless cactus
And when tomorrow comes
Peace shall descend upon this land
With my plumage of soothing breeze.

17

No 14 (Mezzo soprano solo)

Yemma by Samia Dahnaan (Algeria)
I remember you standing
At the balcony waving.
You ask if I had a good day,
I pinch your pleated cheeks.
I laugh and say
'Grandma, your face is like a dry fig'.
I kiss you.
You sit quietly, listening.
I pour you a mint tea,
I look into your eyes,
I see a tear quietly drowning.
Your lips touch the edges of the cup.
For you, Yemma, I long,
For the mint tea you loved,
For the sea and jasmine plant I miss,
For the passion you had,

For the sadness you felt,
For when I left you,
For the day I landed,
For the grey that wrapped me all these years,
For the years passing by,
And my sight is blurred
For the tears you shed
And I know
My lips will never touch
Your pleated cheeks.
For you, Yemma, who saved me,
For you, Yemma, I hold a pen.
For you, I revel in a language
You never spoke.
And my sight is blurred
By the tears you shed.

PART V – FREEDOM
No 15 (Chorus)
Extract from Exile and Return by Yannis Ritsos (Greece)
Tall eucalyptus with a broad moon.
A star trembles on the water.
The sky white, silver.
Stones, flayed stones all the way up.
In the shallow water
A fish jumps twice, three times.
Ecstatic, grand orphanhood – freedom.
16
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The image of a fragile candle, the same flame that commemorates those who perished in
the flames of Auschwitz and elsewhere, is the central, ambivalent image of the cantata –
the destructive flame is also the flame of the imagination, the creative spark that appears
able to sing through the flames. In the Epilogue Harrison writes:

The candle burns, but for how long?
Loneliness, loss, exile, grief
May move the sufferer into song
That like the candle’s bright but brief.
The poems I discovered over a year of meetings with the Medical Foundation, Prisoners
of Conscience and Exiled Writers Ink embodied increasingly ‘the flame that men must
light and light again’. The experiences I read about seemed to fall into five main
categories that became the pillars of the cantata:
I Memories of Home ; II Journeys; III Prison; IV Exile; V Freedom.
Since the poems span thirteen different languages I took two decisions early on – to set
them in English and to make no attempt to imitate the inherent music of the countries
covered. Instead, to give the ‘voices’ of the title their due, I recorded four poets reading
in their original languages and, like UN simultaneous translation, play a taped section
before cross-fading to the English translation set to music. Yet the presence of authentic
musical refugee voices became more compelling as the composition progressed, and I
decided to incorporate three folksongs (Bengali, Somalian and Macedonian) into the
playback material. In the case of the Macedonian singer, Tanya Czarovska, I also
recorded for reference a version of the spoken text in Macedonian and English translation.
One afternoon I accidentally played back all three layers simultaneously and discovered
a strange, haunting texture of the original folksong layered with spoken text and
translation, which I then harmonised with live chorus.

5

My attempt at a unified musical style that would span an eclectic range of textual sources
presented questions about the internal structures of the songs. Some seemed to cry out for
classical forms, such as the passacaglia in Erich Fried’s circular poem It Has Happened
(No 7). The insistent ‘It has happened, and it goes on happening and will happen again,’
seemed to require the unforgiving, immutable straightjacket of the passacaglia, in which
jagged, angular choral lines struggle to break out from the constriction of the poem. The
passacaglia leads directly into a fast fugue (No 8) in which Abdirahman Mirreh describes
his painful ambivalence towards the aircraft that promises his survival but parts him from
his homeland forever. The double entendre of fugal flight was irresistible, and the entire
fugue occurs over a pedal bass that evokes the throbbing of jet engines.
As the composition took shape it seemed as if the musical language was undergoing a
journey of fragmentation akin to that of the lives of the poets. The music of Part I,
Memories of Home, has a confidence that is gradually eroded with the descriptions of
upheaval, and becomes a fragmented, tonally ambiguous texture in No 10 and rhythmic
neurosis in No 12. The texture then becomes suddenly very fragile and spare, with just a
cappella chorus accompanying the beautiful Macedonian folksong (No 13). Part V,
Freedom, rediscovers something of the confidence of Part I and even recalls the exuberant
rhythms of Memories of Home. In each of the anthologies and collections of unpublished
poems it seemed that love poetry played a vital role as an antidote to the suffering of the
writers, whether as a spark kept alive as lovers are separated, or the discovery of new love
in the places of exile. Part V includes two love poems, Mohammed Khaki’s beautiful My
Wish (No 16) and the sensuous Daughter of the Desert (No 17) by Antonio Joaquim
Marques from Angola. The latter is a dream of fertility returning to a parched land, an apt
metaphor for the hope, however distant, that the cycle of inhumanity might one day be
broken. Meanwhile, as Tony Harrison’s Epilogue concludes, the poetry and the songs that
continue to be written and sung represent, like the candle’s flame, a fragile hope.

PART IV – EXILE
No 12 (Baritone solo)

Neither here nor there by Himzo Skorupan (Bosnia)
I had my trepidations for a long time.
But yesterday I could wait no more.
I went to the phone and dialled a number:
My number!
At the other end, in my house,
I heard an unknown voice
Saying I wasn’t there.
I know perfectly well where I am
But I wondered whose head was on my
pillow,
Who was browsing through my books,
Who was looking at the pictures on my walls,
Who was picking fruit in my garden …
And I started thinking.

What does he dream about
While resting on my pillow?
Is he afraid to choke
On the apples from my garden?
Is he uncomfortable in my bed?
What does he say when he hears
Someone knocking at the door?
What does he see in the pictures on my
walls?
And this is the way things are:
I am not really here,
And over there
I am no more.

No 13 (Chorus)

Macedonian folksong, sung by Tanya Czarovska, with simultaneous texts and choral
accompaniment.

Voices of Exile was commissioned by the Bournemouth Symphony Chorus and first
performed by them and Kokoro Ensemble in 2001. It is dedicated to my mother.
Richard Blackford – April 2005
6
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Then I drew my pen from under my pillow.
The general’s automatic fell from his hand.
He slumped to his knees.
He lost his swagger and became my confidence.
So I learned that these generals are strong
Only if they have an automatic in their hands.
He sat beside me,
Reeking of human blood.
‘Sorry about the smell,’ he said,
‘There’s nothing I can do about it.
All the soap in the world will not wash it off.’

PRELUDE
No 1 (Tenor solo and Chorus)
Poetry after Auschwitz by Tony Harrison

Over a deep drone the solo violin, like a moth drawn to a candle, flutters and struggles for life.
The tenor solo sings a strophic song with ritornelli.
Redeeming fire melts only wax
redeeming fire meant to invoke
the souls from Auschwitz chimney stacks
their destiny of smoke

‘What is it, General,’ I said,
‘That can make anyone so mad?’

The dancing eyes of candle flame
seem glad that they might gaze
into the worst and there reclaim
the souls trapped in the blaze

‘In Nigeria, it is money, Ken-ti-mo,
Your country is money-mad.’
Then General Jeno Saidu the ghost vanished
As only a ghost can.

these seedling flames out of the blaze
redeeming flames meant to unite
the Jews, the gypsies and the gays
whose shadows seek the light.

the blaze of genocide
where lifelight flickers at a breath
until its guttering glow might guide
the love moth through dark death

No 11 (Chorus a cappella)

The Embrace by Oktay Rifat (Turkey)
On my palm a place is ready
For my hands
On my thighs a place
To lean your knees.

so many murdered at a stroke
rust locks the heart and soul
so many millions left here smoke
but I, I leave here whole

Enclose me,
Sheathe me,
Wrap me warm,
O my trust in freedom
Wrap me warm this night.

So many, so many
(in Hebrew transliteration)
Leloh sfor. Ahnou effer vehashan.

Warm me this night,
O my trust in freedom
Wrap me warm
Against my thin mattress and torn blankets.
Out there is unimaginable cold and wind.
O my trust in freedom
Enter deep,
Warm me through this night.

These flames by which the heart’s blood
warmed
are shreds of fiery shrouds
that wrapped round victims and transformed
these millions into clouds

14
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PART I – MEMORIES OF HOME

He sounded the drum
‘Ken-ti-mo, Ken-ti-mo, Ken-ti-mo.’

No 2 (Chorus)

Bengali folksong, sung by Kamla Chaudhuri (recorded by RB in Calcutta in 1992 – trans: ‘In
the month of Baishakh I think of my lover and of how much I am suffering…’).

As the chorus weaves contrapuntal lines around the melody the words of Taslima Nasrin from
Bangladesh are heard on tape:
A year has passed and I am one year older.
But the new year has brought no hope of freedom
Exile has no frontiers.

The phrase ‘Exile has no frontiers’ is heard in simultaneous translation in Tibetan, Algerian,
Chilean, Macedonian, Bosnian, Russian, German, Greek, Kurdish and Somali – a ripple of
languages sometimes distinct, sometimes a blurred texture.

No 3 (Baritone solo and Children’s Choir)
Memories of Tibet by Gergyi Tsering Gonpo (Tibet)

‘Go ahead’, I challenged him.
‘You’re not afraid to die?’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘I’m prepared to go with all my people you have already murdered.’
‘Yes, I worked hard on them, all five hundred thousand.
You are my last man.’
General Jeno Saidu, the ghost, shot into the ceiling
and not into my chest.

The crimson opal mountains crown
Melting pink and white froth of leaping glaciers.
I skated on the enamel lakes,
I drew a thousand scratches in the ice
I gazed at the star-embroidered sky.

‘Still not afraid?’
‘No, General.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because I have what is greater than your weapon.’
Whereupon I recited, after the English poet Blake:
‘I will not cease from mental fight
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand
Till we have built a new Ogoni
In Niger delta’s wealthy land.’

Red was the star of the legend of the crow
and the wolf.
Yes, they played the wolf.
They stole my home
And in my heart I bear an icy patch.
8

‘Who are you?’ I asked.
‘I’m General Jeno Saidu.’
‘Sounds like genocide to me,’ I said.
‘You should know.’
‘What do you want?’, I asked.
‘I’m here to finish you off’.
‘General, stop swaggering. You don’t impress me.’
‘You will be impressed. I’ve finished off your people,
Once I deal with you, my task is done.’

NI6264

13

PART III – PRISON

No 4 (Chorus)

Kin the Beautiful by Mabiala Molu (Zaire), English translation by Jennifer Langer
No 9 (Mezzo soprano solo)
Private Soldier by Maria Eugenia Bravo Calderara (Chile), whose voice on tape is heard over
distant thunder.
For you, short, dark, under-fed, with sweaty hands,
Who know nothing of grammar, nouns and verbs,
Today I sing to you.
Because when I had no eyes you lent me yours
And when I was cold you lent me your coat.
Because when fear
Was at its worst
You rolled me a cigarette.
You brought me a painkiller,
Delivered a note to my family.
So we cared for each other in those dumb hours.
Your shivering was my shivering.
I didn’t see you and yet I saw you.
I never knew your name or where you were from,
The rollup, the painkiller,
The biscuit, the secret note.
I never knew your name or where you were from,
But I know what you are called.
Human …

O Kin the Beautiful,
Kin, the Bold,
O Kin, the coveted town of leaders, of light
O Kin, the playground of miracles.
Kinshasa, Kin-Kinshasa,
Kinshasa, Kin-Kinshasa,
For you, Blacks and Whites made war.
And you, Ebony Princess, cast your spell on
them.
Who did not succumb to your charms?
Who did not sing your praises?
Who can forget your maze of streets?
Your lively lanes
Where girls and women bustled,
Gaily they sang, breasts in the air.

Who can forget your beloved roads
Where men swaggered,
Who can forget your enchanting roads,
Your sunny roads,
Where street musicians strolled,
Your beautiful avenues
Where the other people grew rich
Who can forget your roads
Where once they danced the bamboula
From the Maison Mère to the Congo Bar.
They danced the Independence Cha-Cha.
O Kin the Beautiful,
Kin the Bold,
O Kin, the coveted town of leaders, of light
Playground of miracles,
Cry, O Beautiful Widow,
Cry for your heroes,
Cry!

No 10 Two-part invention (Tenor and Baritone solos)
Extract from On the death of Ken Saro-Wiwa by Ken Saro-Wiwa (Nigeria)
One night the ghost arrived,
Tall, gangly, in ragged camouflage jacket,
Automatic slung over his shoulder,
A little drum in his hand.
12
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PART II - JOURNEYS

No 7 Passacaglia (Chorus and Children’s Choir)
It has happened by Erich Fried (Nazi Austria)

The ‘cry’ becomes the cry of Somali singer Osman Dugleh, heard on tape. Out of it comes the
poem Fleeing by Abdirahman Mirreh.
No 5 (Tenor solo)
Fleeing by Abdirahman Mirreh (Somalia)
… And as we walked
We crossed
The Golis Ranges
Fearing the soldiers
Who killed my sister

We walked by night stumbling
On volcanic rocks
Sharper than butchers’ knives
Our feet bleeding
We had to walk
I touched a stone with my lips
As I fell
The moon didn’t shine
It helped us

It has happened
and it goes on happening
and will happen again
if nothing happens to stop it

the stupid shrug their shoulders
because they are too stupid
and the clever shrug their shoulders
because they are too clever

the innocent know nothing
because they are too innocent
and the guilty know nothing
because they are too guilty

the young do not care
because they are too young
and the old do not care
because they are too old

the poor do not notice
because they are too poor
and the rich do not notice
because they are too rich

that is why nothing happens to stop it
and that is why it has happened
and goes on happening and will happen
again.

No 6 (Baritone solo)
Crossing the Frontier by Gergyi Tsering Gonpo (Tibet)

No 8 Fugue over pedal bass (Chorus)
Extract from Time by Abdirahman Mirreh (Somalia)

The voice of Gergyi Tsering Gonpo reading the first lines of his poem in Tibetan is heard on
tape. The baritone sings his poem in translation.

Flying bird, cold aluminium,
With all that speed, how I do
Hate your gleaming wings …

Looking at the winding paths
Is the frontier town of Ngare
How can I slip away like this?

Behind my horse
Is a stem of blossom.
Before him stand bracing snowfields…
As I pass the border refuge
How can I bear to look back?

10
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1 Prelude

4.40

PART I Memories of Home
2 Bengal
3 Tibet
4 Zaire

PART IV Exile
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PART II Journeys
Somalia
Tibet
Austria - Passacaglia
Somalia - Fugue

PART V Freedom

PART III Prison
9 Chile
10 Nigeria
11 Turkey
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Kurdistan
Angola
Epilogue
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Total playing time 60.36
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