
The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett

Tippett is often cast as a composer with a strong visionary streak, but what
does that mean for a twentieth-century artist? In this multi-faceted study,
David Clarke explores Tippett’s complex creative imagination – its dialogue
between a romantic’s aspirations to the ideal and absolute, and a
modernist’s sceptical realism. He shows how the musical formations of
works such as The Midsummer Marriage, King Priam and The Vision of
Saint Augustine resonate with the aesthetic and theoretical ideas of key
figures in modern Western culture – some known to have been influential
on the composer (such as Jung, Wagner and Yeats), others not usually
associated with him (such as Kant, Nietzsche and Adorno). These
interpretations illuminate the struggle between the rational and irrational
in Tippett’s music, and suggest that this might ultimately contain an
apprehension of an emancipated future society. Analyses of late works such
as the Triple Concerto and Byzantium also speculate on Tippett’s gay
sexuality as a (literally) critical element in his creative and political
consciousness.

david  cl arke is Senior Lecturer in Music at the University of Newcastle
upon Tyne and is one of the leading commentators on the music of Tippett.
He is the author of Language, Form, and Structure in the Music of Michael
Tippett (2 vols., 1989) and the editor of Tippett Studies (Cambridge
University Press, 1999).
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Music in the Twentieth Century

general  editor Arnold Whittall

This series offers a wide perspective on music and musical life in the
twentieth century. Books included range from historical and biographical
studies concentrating particularly on the context and circumstances in
which composers were writing, to analytical and critical studies concerned
with the nature of musical language and questions of compositional
process. The importance given to context will also be reflected in studies
dealing with, for example, the patronage, publishing, and promotion of
new music, and in accounts of the musical life of particular countries.
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To my colleagues: Ian, Eric, Agustín, Richard and Magnus

And in memory of my late colleague, Isobel

Last, not least, to Davey
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Moral and metaphysical ideas and symbols are as indispensable to Mr
Tippett as Celtic mythology or Indian theosophy was to Yeats; even
when they are obscure, they convey to the straining, often puzzled, but
always moved and at times wholly transported listener a vision of
experience about whose authenticity there can be no doubt.

(Isaiah Berlin, in Michael Tippett: A Symposium on his 60th Birthday,
ed. Ian Kemp (London: Faber and Faber, 1965), 62)

The metaphysical categories live on, secularized . . . What metaphysics
has to ponder is the extent to which [subjects] are nonetheless able to see
beyond themselves.

(Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton 
(London: Routledge, 1996), 376)

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Acknowledgements x

References to Tippett’s scores and essays xii

1 Tippett and the ‘world vision’ of modernity 1
The concept of ‘world vision’ and the concept of modernity 1

Tippett as ‘post-romantic modernist’ 4

Tippett’s writings, and writing about Tippett 7

A man of whose time? 10

2 The significance of the concept ‘image’ in Tippett’s musical thought: a
perspective from Jung 13
Tippett and images 13

Images and the unconscious 14

Elaborations: interpreting with Jung 17

Images in music 20

The significance (and signification) of images 28

Conclusions 32

3 Back to Nietzsche? Transformations of the Dionysiac in The Midsummer
Marriage and King Priam 36
I

The sense of an ending 36

Nature, myth, Hellenism 38

II

Images of the Dionysiac in The Midsummer Marriage 41

Enchanted nature 44

The Apollonian and Dionysiac in music 46

Excursus: metaphysical variations 52

Madame Sosostris: voice of the noumenal 57

The will to life: optimism vs pessimism 62

III

The turn to tragedy: King Priam 66

Sex and violence 67

The sound of the Dionysiac 71

The will to power 75

Helen 80

IV

The aesthetics of violence: Nietzsche, Yeats and Tippett 85

Aesthetics and politics 87

On the uses and disadvantages of Nietzsche for understanding Tippett 89vii

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


4 Metaphysics in a cold climate: The Vision of Saint Augustine 96
Reframing the critical debate 96

I

Historicism, history and modernity 97

Time and history 100

Augustine and modernity 103

II

The aesthetics of inwardness: subjectivity, time and music 105

Tippett and the critique of unified subjectivity 108

III

The Vision of Saint Augustine: general principles of form and structure 111

Vision II 115

‘Impendente autem die . . .’ 116

‘Fenestram!’ (Strategies for the transcendent) 123

‘Quaerebamus . . .’ 127

‘Et . . . transcendimus eas’ 131

Evaluation 137

IV

Metaphysics: a perspective from Adorno 138

Time and history revisited 142

Coda 145

5 ‘Shall we . . . ? Affirm!’ The ironic and the sublime in The Mask 
of Time 147
I

The sublime and the ridiculous 147

Humanity and nature 149

From Shelley’s vision . . . 151

. . . to television 154

II

‘The triumph of Life’: from Shelley to Tippett 159

Excursus: irony, dialogism and heteroglossia in Tippett 161

‘Voices’ and their deployment in Tippett’s ‘The triumph of Life’ 164

The ‘instrumental voice’ enters 167

Elaborations 170

The storm scene: the instrumental voice resumed 173

The cremation scene 179

III

Human values and the separation of spheres 182

Excursus: Kant, Tippett, and the aporia of reason 183

The sublime in Kant and Tippett 188

‘The singing will never be done’ 191

From mind to body 199

Coda 204

viii Contents

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


6 The meaning of ‘lateness’: mediations of work, self and society in
Tippett’s Triple Concerto 206
Prospects 206

The model of late Beethoven 209

Tippett’s Triple Concerto and its late status 211

The mediation of lyricism and fragmentation 220

After modernism 222

Musical material and its social mediation 227

Mediations of the personal: gay traces 229

Self, society and the musical work in late Tippett 231

7 The golden bird and the porcelain bowl: Byzantium and the politics of
artefacts 236
What did Tippett mean by ‘artefact’? 236

I

Tippett and Yeats: imagination and images 238

Two functions of art 240

Yeats, Stravinsky and Unity of Being 243

II

Byzantium: the golden bird 249

Structures and imagery 254

The feminine as critical locus 261

Closing statements 268

Notes 270

Bibliography 315

Index 328

ix Contents

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgements

My thanks go to the numerous individuals, institutions and organizations
who have helped in the making of this book.

Jim Samson initially spurred me to consider such a project. Arnold
Whittall, as series editor and Tippett specialist, has been magnificently
helpful at every stage; I am grateful not least for the valuable comments he
offered on draft chapters. Penny Souster of Cambridge University Press
has been supportive and patient throughout. Her contribution and the
work of the editorial and production team at Cambridge are greatly appre-
ciated. Thanks are also due to Ian Phillips-Kerr for his expert setting of the
musical examples.

The Arts and Humanities Research Board and the University of
Newcastle upon Tyne funded research leave without which this project
would have taken significantly longer to complete. Schott and Co. Ltd
kindly gave permission to quote from Tippett’s works, and also made
various scores and recordings available to me. Boosey and Hawkes Music
Publishers Ltd granted permission for the Stravinsky quotation in chapter
7. This book’s two epigraphic quotations from Isaiah Berlin and Theodor
W. Adorno are cited by permission of (respectively) Faber and Faber Ltd,
and Routledge. Chapters 2 and 6 below originally appeared as articles in the
Journal of the Royal Musical Association (vols. 121/1 and 125/1 respec-
tively), and parts of the text of my article ‘Visionary images’ published in
vol. 136, No. 1823 of The Musical Times have been recycled in chapters 1
and 5; I am grateful to the editors and publishers of both the journals con-
cerned for permission to reuse this material. The jacket photograph of
Tippett contemplating his portrait by Kokoschka was taken by David Stone
and is the property of Morley College; I am indebted to the College for its
loan, and to Jane Hartwell of Morley Gallery for her liaison in this matter.

Ron Woodley, Simon Jarvis and Edward Venn kindly let me see type-
script versions of articles of theirs prior to publication. Meirion (Bill)
Bowen provided information in response to numerous enquiries about
Tippett. Max Paddison, Richard Middleton and Ian Biddle gave of their
time to read and comment on parts of the typescript in draft (the responsi-
bility for the content of the final text is of course my own). And my
research students Rowena Harrison, Richard Pye, Paul Fleet and Iain
Stannard have offered much mental stimulus during this book’s gestation.x

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Now to the dedicatees of this book. I am indebted to my present col-
leagues in the Music Department at Newcastle University – Ian Biddle,
Eric Cross, Agustín Fernández, Richard Middleton and Magnus
Williamson – for their convivial company, their intellectual dialogue, their
continuing interest in this project, and especially their forbearance in its
final stages when I might otherwise have spent more time working along-
side them. I hope too that my late colleague Isobel Preece might have
found some of the values I have expounded in what follows not too remote
from her own; in remembering her here I make a belated peace offering.
And lastly my thanks and love to David Robinson: the lively dialogue of
our different worldviews has, I am sure, subtly affected this book for the
better; certainly his presence has done much to assuage the loneliness of
the long-distance monograph writer.

xi Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-02884-4 - The Music and Thought of Michael Tippett: Modern Times and Metaphysics
David Clarke
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521028841
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


References to Tippett’s scores and essays

With few exceptions Tippett’s scores employ rehearsal figures rather than
bar numbers. Accordingly, score references in this volume employ the
term ‘Fig.’, with suffixes where necessary to designate points a given
number of bars before or after the rehearsal figure in question. For
example, ‘Fig. 2�4’ means ‘four bars after Figure 2’, or ‘the fourth bar of
Figure 2’ (taking the first bar to be that in which the figure itself appears);
conversely, ‘Fig. 7�1’ means ‘one bar before Figure 7’.

Most of Tippett’s essays were originally compiled in the now out-of-print
collections Moving into Aquarius and Music of the Angels: Essays and
Sketchbooks (ed. Meirion Bowen). Many, though not all, of these writings
are included alongside others (some new) in the more recent Tippett on
Music (ed. Bowen). When an essay appearing in one of the earlier antholo-
gies as well as in Tippett on Music is cited below, references are given to
both volumes, though any quoted material is from the earlier version of
the text if there is any variation.
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