


Composer's Note: 

My song cycle ‘The Year of the Green Parrots’ (January 2002) is for three sopranos or mezzo sopranos and chamber orchestra, 

using eleven from the fourteen poems of poet and singer Jane Wyatt with this title. The poems, in elliptical and allegorical style, tell of a year of 

illness and heartbreak which ends in healing and calm. I find the poems magical and dramatic and I intend the music to reflect this mood. I have

 not enquired as to the particular circumstances behind the  poetry, but Jane tells me the green parrots were real, and that there is an urban legend

relating to them. A barge was travelling down the Thames carrying, amongst other cargo, a consignment of exotic green parrots. It foundered

between Staines and Chertsey and started to sink. The bargee released the caged birds into the wild rather than let them drown. A flock of the 

green parrots, survivors or descendants, can now be seen flying on the Surrey and Middlesex border! 

Among many influences in the gestation of the work is the Schoenberg Opus 21 song cycle with quintet ‘Pierrot Lunaire’ (1912), which introduced

the mode of half-speaking, half singing called Sprechstimme. This work uses a similar device and some explanation is needed for the performer, 

and perhaps for the listener. First, please recall the moment when, listening to a song performance, the music and the meaning of a word or

phrase

 may coincide completely to produce a magical elation. The intense feeling produces tears or laughter according to the mood. This human 

communication is a justification for art. The Lieder or opera singer strives to make this happen by bel canto singing with occasional added

 colour and emotion (roughness) in the voice at certain times. Waveform analysis of the sounds of great artists (Callas, among others) shows the

 extent to which they vary the written pitch and depart from bel canto norms at certain moments. My use of Sprechstimme is an attempt to

 formalise some of this musical expression. Schoenberg defines Sprechstimme (or Sprechmelodie) as 1) adhering to the notated rhythm,

 2) indicating notated pitch but abandoning it by rising or falling. However, performances of  ‘Pierrot Lunaire’ are remarkable for the different 

interpretations singers make of these instructions. There is of course an infinitely variable range of expression between speech and song. I have 

formalised four versions:  bel canto singing (normal noteheads); Sprechstimme Style A (triangle noteheads) - declamatory sung speech with 

shortened vowels and lengthened consonants, pitches maintained; Style B (diamond noteheads) - more speechlike than A, much expression

 (growls, croaks, squeals), pitches only approximate with much portamento; Style C (cross noteheads) - pure speech - poetry reading - pitches

 natural (not notated), but rhythm approximately as per notes. 

  

The performer’s task is to derive the mood and character of the individual pieces from the words as much as from the music and to feel entirely

 free to add whatever her artistic feeling suggests as appropriate. The work will only exist as it is performed and the creative act is ultimately that 

of the performer. Jane has said ‘when you give your words to someone they will put their own energy into them and those words will evolve - in

 this case into music - and when that music has been written and is given to the singer, that singer will invest her own energy and change the

music in ways that the composer did not expect. In the end the poetry/song will gain because of these dynamics - it will not take any energy or

 meaning away’. 

  

The work is for three sopranos or mezzo-sopranos rather than the conventional one voice. It is hoped that three contrasting voices and styles of 

delivery will further increase the range of Sprechstimme presented. No indication is made as to which singer will take which song - leaving 

this interesting matter as an aleatoric element from the composer’s viewpoint.   Joe St.Johanser August 2002 
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Music by Joe St.Johanser

Poem by Jane Wyatt
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