GABRIEL JACKSON INTERVIEW

Gabriel Jackson was born in Bermuda in 1962. After three years as a chorister at Canterbury Cathedral he studied composition at the Royal College of Music, first in the Junior Department with Richard Blackford and later with John Lambert, gaining his B.Mus in 1983. 

His music has been performed and broadcast throughout Europe and the USA and has also been heard, in recent years, in Cape Town, Ho Chi Minh City, Kiev, Kuwait, Sydney, Tokyo and Vancouver. 

His liturgical pieces are in the repertoires of many of Britain’s leading cathedral and collegiate choirs and in 2003 he won the liturgical category at the inaugural British Composer Awards. Jackson’s music is also being recorded with increasing frequency with works available on NMC, Metier, Usk, GFR, Lammas, Priory, Telarc, York Ambisonic and the British Music Label. 

Over recent years his music has been equally focussed on instrumental compositions. Commissions include Kenidjack for alto saxophone, strings and percussion, works for guitarist Tom Kerstens, organist Michael Bonaventure, Lunar Sax Quartet, for whom he wrote LM-7: Aquarius, and the Psophos Quartet who premiered String Quartet No. 3: Llanandras Melodies at the Presteigne Festival 2007. His commission for the John Armitage Memorial Trust, The Spacious Firmament, combined the forces of choir, organ, and brass quintet, and was premiered to great acclaim by the BBC Singers, Onyx Brass, and Stephen Disley, under Nicholas Cleobury at St Bride’s Fleet Street in April 2008.  May 2008 saw David Wilde give the premiere of Jackson’s Piano Sonata at the Queen’s Hall, Edinburgh.

Jackson’s Requiem for the Vasari Singers will premier at St Martin-in-the-Fields on Remembrance Day 11 November, 7.30pm.

Q: Gabriel, thank you so much for lending us a little of your time to answer a few questions. We are delighted to be hosting the premier of your Requiem. Your choral works have been widely recognised and praised and one reviewer for The Times once said of you, “He knows he has something to say, and he says it with directness and clarity.’ (The Times, June 1992) While any Requiem holds a certain universal message, will yours speak of something more personal?

A:  One of the original ideas for the piece was to combine the hieratic ritual power of the Latin Mass for the dead with exactly that – something more personal, a more direct, perhaps more overtly emotional, kind of expression. To that end we have taken the odd-numbered movements of the standard Latin form of the Missa pro defunctis and interleaved among them funereal texts from other cultures and spiritual traditions. These poems – by Walt Whitman (some lines from When lilacs last in the dooryard bloomed), Rabindranath Tagore, the Australian Aboriginal poet Kevin Gilbert, the 17th century Mohican Chief Aupumut and Hôjô Ujimasa (a very powerful example of the Japanese death poem tradition) – all show an individual sensibility but, in the end, posit a very similar view of death to the Christian one, that death is not the end but a gateway to another (better) world. I hope that by opening things out in this way the piece will reflect our cultural diversity and ever-changing understanding of grief and the meaning of loss, and at the same embrace the universality of death and the need to mourn. Music has a unique power to heal and to console and I hope I have managed to convey the radiant optimism that is at the heart of all the texts in the piece. 
Q: You have a strong background in Church music as a chorister and composer of very successful liturgical works, are there any particular works or composers who have shaped your development as a composer?

A: Like Jeremy Backhouse I was a chorister at Canterbury Cathedral and, under the inspirational guidance of Allan Wicks, the experience of singing these great liturgical works in an awe-inspiring building, day after day, left an indelible impression. Early experiences are always formative, aren’t they, and much of the music we sang – the great Tudor polyphonists (Tallis, Byrd, Taverner, Tye…) – are still very precious and inspirational to me. Stravinsky is also an important influence I think, for his articulation of large-scale forms through the juxtaposition of disparate blocks of material (rather than through the Germanic method of thematic development) and also for the way he showed that restraint and an intense objectivity can produce powerfully emotional results.

Q: With these influences and background you have described yourself as “religious by temperament, though not by belief”. How is this reflected in a work like Requiem?

A: I knew that phrase would come back to haunt me! What I was trying to say was that my religious views are complicated – whose aren’t?! – but that I am very drawn to the meditative, the spiritual, the sublime. I hope that love of the numinous comes across in the Requiem. For example, for me, the climax of the piece – the heart of it, I guess – is when Walt Whitman’s lines “Lost in the loving floating ocean of thee,/Laved in the flood of thy bliss, O death” overlap with “Hosanna in excelsis”; I have tried to create a moment that is overwhelming in its spiritual fervour and ecstatic abandon.

Q: I was fascinated to read that you have worked with artists including Richard Long, Ian Hamilton Finlay and Robert Mapplethorpe. How did the inspiration from their visual works translate into the inspiration for your aural tributes? 

A: Sadly I never actually worked with Robert Mapplethorpe as he died some years before I wrote my piece The Coral Sea, which is based, structurally, on a prose poem tribute to him by Patti Smith (and which is in turn inspired by his enigmatic photograph of the same name). In my other art-originated pieces I have tried to create structural analogues to the artist’s work, so that the relationship between my work and theirs is embedded in the music, rather than on the surface. As you know, much of Richard Long’s and Ian Hamilton Finlay’s work is text-based, and very clear and strong in structure; as with Stravinsky, their work has great richness of reference and meaning, conveyed through forms of great clarity and simplicity. I find that very attractive. 

Q: Thank you very much Gabriel, we are looking forward to Requiem as I’m sure you are. Just before we let you go, what are you looking forward to in 2009?

A: It’s been my pleasure! My big project for next year is a Piano Concerto for piano and Mozart-sized orchestra which George Vass will premiere at the Presteigne Festival with Huw Watkins as soloist. And some time in the middle of the year Hyperion will release a CD of a number of my choral pieces in amazing performances by Polyphony and Stephen Layton, which I am very excited about.

