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Programme note

A Dream of Flying is an octet in one single movement written for the Herschel Ensemble. It
is scored for the same instruments as the Beethoven Septet op. 20 with the addition of a
piano. I was interested in the possibilities of instrumental colour offered by the Beethoven
but there are no other musical resemblances.

I began writing the Octet around Christmas 1992 as an antidote to the opera Seven Stars,
an opera full of despair, evil and ugliness set in Bristol at the time of the slave trade that
occupied me for four years. By contrast A Dream of Flying is at first peaceful, gentle and
serene, and later ecstatic and joyful. For a long time the piece had no title but in the end
the name was suggested by a creative music project I directed in collaboration with Dutch
composer Kees Van Unen with students at the Music Conservatoire in Alkmaar, Bath’s
twin town in the Netherlands. The project was called Bladud — A Dream of Flying. It was
based on the legend of King Bladud of Bath as told by the mediaevel historian Geoffrey of
Monmouth in his book Historia regum Britanniae in which Bladud crashed to his death
when he attempted to fly from the roof of the temple of Apollo in Trinovantum (old
London) wearing a pair of home-made wings. My octet is not programmatic. It does not
tell the story of Bladud. The dream is archetypal. All of us have had such a dream at one
time of another. It is symptomatic of a state of unbridled optimism; a sense that all things
are possible.

The Octet began as a technical study. The idea was to combine harmonic procedures
developed for the sea interludes in Seven Stars with a type of linear structure used in other
pieces like the oboe piece High Wood. The so-called “Sea Chords” use a modal scale built in
5ths which, unlike the diatonic scale, does not repeat at the octave. This creates chromatic
false relations which were exploited in Seven Stars to create sounds of extreme dissonance
and ugliness. But in the Octet I discovered that the same chords were capable of creating
richly concordant sonorities.

The Octet’s linear structure is based on a melodic fragment of seven notes, an example of
an interval series using all six primary chromatic intervals once each: D B Bb C G Db F.
The series occurs in two forms, one the exact inversion of the other. It can be multiplied
upon itself by fragmentation and transposition to produce a macrocosmic pattern in which
the sequence of transpositions has the same shape as the motive itself. The process can be
multiplied upon itself at different levels of the composition so that whole sections follow the
same shape as the melodic fragment but over much longer time frames.



Because the motive is not circular, that is to say the end does not join to the beginning, the
structures it creates at higher levels are also open-ended. This means that the music is
constantly progressing forward, developing in new directions and never coming to rest.
The process can be readily reduced to a numerical sequence in which the numbers 1 to 6
stand for differently abbreviated versions of the motive:

653412 65341 653 6534 1 65
653412 65341 653 6534 1
653412 65341 653
653412 65341 653 6534

1
653412 65341

At an early stage in the process of composition, applying the sequence of “sea chords” to
this linear sequence produced a long rambling string of chords. For a long time I was not
certain how I could turn this into real music. I experimented with a number of different
possibilities before hitting on the idea of writing what amounts to a set of variations.

A Dream of Flying can be seen as a set of 17 variations on an original theme where each
group of numbers in the diagram represents one variation (When the number 1 appears
on its own, it is always added to the end of the previous variation).

My later more systematic researches of all-interval fractal sets revealed that the sequence
D B Bb C G Db F is in fact a defective set because it does not contain a resultant tritone

(D-Ab) and has two resultant minor thirds (D-B & D-F), a feature that explains why the
number 1 appears as a kind of singularity in the structure. In A Dream of Flying the
singularity is represented by broad 15th variation at bars 412-433. I exploited the same
feature when I used the motive again in the composition of my Sinfonia Concertante
Among Seven Hills (2009) where the singularity became a cadenza for solo piano.

When, in 1995, it was decided that the Spring concert by the Herschel Ensemble, Bath
University’s resident ensemble, would include a performance of the Beethoven Septet, this
provided an opportunity to bring A Dream of Flying to completion and first performance.
The instruments of the Beethoven Septet make up a miniature orchestra: There are two
woodwinds — one treble: the clarinet; and one bass: the bassoon; one brass — the French
horn which also combines with the bassoon to make a quasi two-part brass section; and
then one each of the strings: violin, viola, cello and double bass. I added the piano as a
percussive element playing music that, in an orchestra, might be given to timpani,
xylophone, vibraphone, tubular bells or suspended cymbals.

Jolyon Laycock
(adapted from the original programme notes to the first performance)

First performed by the Herschel Ensemble:

Angela Malsbury (clarinet), Deirdre Dundas Grant (bassoon), Edward Chance (Horn),
David Pettit (piano), Diana Cummings (violin), Graeme Scott (viola),

David Burrowes (cello) and Stephen Mair (double bass)

10 May 1995 at University Hall, Bath, promoted by "Rainbow over Bath".
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