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From the mid-1960s through the 1980s the works of Gordon Crosse made
prominent headlines in British music. Many of us considered him one of the most
significant composers of a talented generation that included Birtwistle, Davies,
Maw, and Bennett. Crosse captivated the Aldeburgh Festival in 1964 with Meet my
Folks, setting children’s poems by Ted Hughes. The use of both young and adult
performers fitted the Britten ethos; the composer was impressed and soon invited
Crosse to Aldeburgh again. The partnership with Ted Hughes continued with another
work involving young performers, The Demon of Adachigahara (1968); a major song
cycle The New World (1972) for Meriel Dickinson, which she and | recorded; and a
full-scale opera, The Story of Vasco put on by Sadler’'s Wells Opera at the Coliseum
in 1974; and several smaller pieces. As early as 1966, Crosse conquered the Three
Choirs Festival with Changes: A Nocturnal Cycle. This fastidiously chosen anthology
of poems was the basis for a fifty-minute choral work, now recorded, with soloists
extending the Britten tradition in a personal way. There are richly imagined
orchestral textures and Crosse is revealed as a melodist.

Major orchestral commissions soon followed and Crosse’s first opera, Purgatory,
based on a ghostly play by W. B. Yeats, was given with a cast from the Royal
Northern College at Cheltenham in 1966, later in London and recorded. Crosse
returned to Aldeburgh with The Grace of Todd in 1969 which was premiéred by the
English Opera Group in the Jubilee Hall. Unfortunately, it was the night when the
Snape Concert Hall burnt down.

These stage works, as well as later ballets such as Wildboy (1980) for American
Ballet Theatre, and Young Apollo (1984) for the Royal Ballet, show Crosse’s instinct
for characterisation and drama. This is particularly true with Memories of Morning:
Night, a monodrama for Mezzo and Orchestra, written for Meriel Dickinson, who
gave the first performance at the Royal Festival Hall in 1971 and again at the Proms
in 1973, both with the BBCSO under Colin Davis. The tragic story comes from Jean

Rhys’s West Indian novel, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). Crosse catches the tropical
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climate and the weird superstitions and corrosive hatreds after the abolition of
slavery. The novel draws on Rhys’'s own West Indian upbringing. The mezzo is
Antoinette whose father, a decadent slave-owner who drank himself to death,
married a much younger woman. In Part | their house is burnt down by the
indigenous people, and Antoinette’s mother goes mad. Part Il is concerned with the
madness of Antoinette herself, who is kept indoors and closely guarded. Not closely
enough, however, as her childhood horror is re-enacted when she burns down the
house where she had been held captive.

The music is laid out for what Crosse calls a Wedding Band and a chamber
orchestra of horn and strings, all evoking a sinister tropical atmosphere. After the
indigenous people have taunted the ‘white cockroaches’, who are now pathetically
poor without slaves, the Wedding Band enters with a type of Mexican Mariachi style.
This is Crosse at his most vernacular in a continuously fascinating story. (There is a
recording with Susan Bickley and the BBCSO/Brabbins.)

Some Marches on a Ground (1970) is a full orchestral piece anticipating
Crosse’s opera The Story of Vasco, staged later at ENO. Like his previous opera -
and Wozzeck and Owen Wingrave - Vasco is anti-war. Crosse sets up a theme of
what he calls a ‘deliberately fatuous national-anthem character’, but irony is
awkward in music. Crosse’s ‘fatuous’ tune is amiable enough and certainly catchy,
then it gets thrown around in the manner of Charles Ives. Towards the end it
struggles to get through on the trumpet, completing an intriguing orchestral piece.

Crosse has specialised in works for soloist and orchestra. These include Thel for
flute; Array for trumpet; two violin concertos; but the finest of all is probably Ariadne
for oboe (1972). This was commissioned by Michael Johnson for his wife, the oboist
Sarah Francis, who gave the first performance at the Cheltenham Festival in 1972
and recorded it.

In these years Crosse was strongly supported by Alan Frank at Oxford University
Press with beautifully produced scores. He had posts at Birmingham and Essex
Universities, King's College, Cambridge; the University of California Santa Barbara,
and the Royal Academy in London. He wrote incidental music for the Royal Exchange
Theatre in Manchester and notably for the Granada TV production of King Lear with
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Olivier. However, Vasco was not a success and there were difficulties with further
commissions. As a result, Crosse stopped composing and became a computer
programmer. Largely due to prompting from the indefatigable recorder player John
Turner, Crosse returned to composition in 2008. His wife Elizabeth died in 2011.
According to John Turner (see his tribute on the Society’s website), Crosse said:

The summer and autumn of 2009 was the most exciting and productive period
| have ever experienced. | returned to composing after a gap of some eighteen
years and | found | couldn’t stop working. The music was simpler than it was in
1990 but I think more communicative because more concentrated and focused.

This flood of pieces included three more symphonies - one was broadcast - three
piano sonatas, five more string quartets and a viola concerto. Most of this is
unknown territory as there are not many recordings of these late works. Outstanding
among late pieces which are recorded is On the Shoreline for Recorder and Strings.
Crosse, with his supportive partner Wendy Mulford, bought a house on the remote
island Papa Westray off the Orkney Islands, and this piece is a wonderful evocation
of the seascape and wildlife. The sopranino recorder is the soloist, not appearing
until two and a half minutes in but then recalls bird figurations in an atmospheric
continuity, never sounding like Messiaen.

There must be few composers who stopped composing for eighteen years and
then came back with a whole new impetus. This took courage. Now it's time to
investigate but never to forget the distinctive early achievements which are a unique
contribution to British music.

Peter Dickinson

Universities of Keele and London

Peter Dickinson is a British composer of the senior generation. He was born in 1934 at
Lytham St Annes, Lancashire; went to Cambridge as Organ Scholar of Queens’ College;
then spent three formative years in New York. As a pianist Dickinson had a twenty-five-
year partnership with his sister, the mezzo Meriel Dickinson. His books include studies of
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Lennox Berkeley (two), Billy Mayerl, Aaron Copland, John Cage, Lord Berners, and Samuel
Barber. He is an Emeritus Professor of the Universities of Keele and London and chair of
the Rainbow Dickinson Trust. Peter Dickinson: Words and Music was published in

201 6. His CD of piano pieces called Lockdown Blues was released in November 2021.
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