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'How that music was created remains to me a 
complete mystery': John Tomlinson on fellow 
Lancastrian Harrison Birtwistle 
The great bass remembers the composer who wrote two roles with his voice in mind 

 

By John Tomlinson, Friday 20 May 2022 

 

It has been a difficult couple of years for us in the world of opera, losing several of our most respected 
and admired colleagues who have inspired us over several decades. 

The names of Harry Kupfer, Graham Vick, Bernard Haitink come immediately to mind, and now must 
be added Harry Birtwistle to the list of losses which I have felt most personally in recent times. 

We were actually born in the same place, though twelve years apart; the same building in fact: the 
Rough Lea Nursing Home in Accrington, Lancashire. We were both brought up within a couple of 
miles of Accrington, he in Huncoat (fixed in my memory by its proximity to a huge coal burning power 
station, and I in Oswaldtwistle (the name always raises a smile), and we both attended Accrington 
Grammar School and later on the Royal Manchester College of Music. Harry had many a tale to tell 
about his adolescent clarinet playing days in the lively Lancashire amateur music making scene; he 
was rather non-communicative about his time at the grammar school; and then of course his 
formative years at the college as a composer with Goehr, Ogden, Howarth, Maxwell-Davies inter alia 
have been well documented. 

 

 



   

 

  

 

 

I suppose, partly because we came from the same Lancashire working class musical background, that 
it was always comfortably natural and enjoyable being in his company, and I regret now that I didn’t 
see that much of him between our operatic collaborations; the Lancashire potato pie that he promised 
to cook were I to knock on his door sadly never saw the light of day, and it was at restaurant tables 
between rehearsals for Gawain in Salzburg as late as 2013 when I spent most time with him. In that 
year the festival was celebrating his work, and there were several memorable concerts, though our 
Gawain production in the Felsenreitschule had its problems and Harry ruefully thought it a “wasted 
opportunity”. Bearing in mind the fact that his epic operas, making as they do great demands in their 
orchestras and theatrical complexity, are rare events particularly outside England, I shared his 
frustration – although his music came through unscathed, as incisive, mysterious, fascinating, 
compelling as ever 

His is indeed extraordinary music. I was quoted recently as having said “to sing Harry’s music like a 
religious experience – you have to give yourself over to it”, and that feeling of having to allow yourself 
to be totally immersed in it as you perform it remains clearly in my memory. Some scenes in particular 
are musically overwhelming, more drowning than total immersion: Gawain’s arrival at the Green 
Chapel where he fears he will die is a case in point. It’s as if the heavens open as does the earth, as the 
cataclysm approaches. The earth spins off its axis. From such sublime chaos to ridiculous jocularity, 
Harry was totally at home in the theatrical world. He loved the magic of it, the illusory possibilities of 
it, how it can be obviously unreal but absolutely convincing, absurd but profoundly true. 



  

 

  

 

 

Repetitive ritual, trickery with space and time – I'm reminded of Gurnemanz: “zum Raum wird hier 
die Zeit!” - and I remember Harry in 1998 coming to hear the Royal Opera Parsifal in concert at the 
Festival Hall when the theatre was closed. “Well, it’s not actually one of my favourite pieces” he said, 
as ever honest to a fault; and then “I’ve got this new opera in mind: Theseus in the labyrith, the 
Minotaur....” 

I remember way back in 1976 working on Punch and Judy, when we made the first recording of that 
crazy thrilling piece in the then Decca studios in West Hampstead (these days ENO’s rehearsal 
rooms). That was when I first had the pleasure of meeting Harry, and enjoying his pithy comments on 
our singing of the text. Or SinGinG as he would have it, with percussive G’s and plain northern I’s. In 
conversation he was always striving to be clear, precise in meaning, economical with text, trying to hit 
the nail on the head, even when discussing difficult concepts. I remember a short speech he made in 
receiving an award for Gawain and the Green Knight, probably in 1991. It focussed on the word “art” 
as opposed to the words “artefact” and “artifice”, and was impressive in its absolute clarity about what 
“art” meant to him. I hesitate to elucidate further, but a conversation between Harry and Tom Service 
on the radio, speaking of the recognisability of all oak leaves, but the uniqueness of each particular oak 
leaf, was another valiant attempt to explain his creative process. I must confess that, although I feel 
intimately connected to the music of the Green Knight and the Minotaur, roles written with my voice 
in mind, how that music was created remains to me a complete mystery.  



   

 

  

 

 

“Ride North was the instruction of the Green Knight to Gawain as he sent him on his journey, and I 
think there was some northern influence in the writing of the piece. In contrast to the artifice of 
Arthur’s court, the Green Knight has iron-clad words and striding arpeggios, and Bertilac (as the 
metaphysical Green Knight in human form) strikes a no-nonsense bargain in a confident, higher, 
more baritonal vocal line. I remember discussions with Harry and David (Harsent, librettist) as the 
piece was being written, and my joy at the gut and sinew in the end result. The philosophy at the heart 
of the Minotaur was more agonising: the combination of beast and man. The beast cannot speak until 
his dying moments, and is violent but innocent; the man, guilt-ridden, speaks passionately in dreams. 
I remember the tortuous process of finding a theatrical hardware a practical solution to the 
embodiment of this divided soul. The end result, after many weeks’ discussion, and hours in the 
costume department, was a bull’s head made of fine metal gauze: a beast on the outside, with the man 
illuminated inside the bull. Harry was content: “Yes he’s half man half beast, but in this piece, he’s got 
to look like a bull at all times; none of this idea of having man and beast physically separate”. 

At our last meeting, Harry said to me: “I’ve got an idea: Jack and the Beanstalk”. “Ah,” said I “Fee Fie 
Foh Fum?” “Something like that”. ‘Twas not to be. 
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