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About the Author

Clemency Burton-Hill has been one of the UK’s most prominent music and arts broadcasters since 2008. As the host of BBC Radio 3’s Breakfast Show and the award-winning Classical Fix and The Open Ears Project podcasts, she has welcomed a new audience to the delights of classical music. On screen she was a long-time host of the BBC Proms, Young Musician of the Year, Young Dancer, The Culture Show, and the Royal Opera House live cinema relays, and she has made numerous other programmes and documentaries on a variety of topics.

An award-winning violinist, Clemency has performed all over the world under leading conductors including Daniel Barenboim, and she is the co-founder of Aurora Orchestra. As an incurably curious features journalist her subjects have ranged from the arts to artificial intelligence, and she has been published in many outlets including FT Weekend, Vogue, Economist, Intelligent Life/1843, New Statesman, TLS, Spectator, Sunday Time, Guardian, Observer, Independent and The Wall Street Journal.

As well as the bestselling Year of Wonder (2018) Clemency is the author of two novels, also published by Headline. In 2018 she was appointed Creative Director of Music and Arts at New York Public Radio in 2018. She lives in Manhattan with her husband and two young sons.




Praise for Year of Wonder

‘Year of Wonder is an absolute treat – the most enlightening way to be guided through the year.’ Eddie Redmayne

‘Enthusiasm bounds from every page . . . It’s the creation of a super playlist of classical music . . . Another day, another delight.’ Irish Independent

‘Soothing, beautiful songs guaranteed to help you fall asleep.’ Stylist

‘Her enthusiasm leaps off the page.’ Books of the Year, Mail on Sunday

‘A magnificent treasury . . . a fascinating tour de force.’ Observer
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About the Book

Another Year of Wonder is a meticulously curated collection of classical music, spanning almost a thousand years of human history, offering one piece to listen to every day of the year.

In this follow-up to her much-loved Year of Wonder, award-winning violinist, journalist and broadcaster Clemency Burton-Hill seeks to represent the widest possible picture of what the genre known as ‘classical music’ can be. She tells engaging, relatable stories about its creators, including a host of exciting new names – and in the process demystifies the music, so often assumed to be inaccessible for the general listener.

‘So-called “classical” composers can seem impossibly remote from the lives of regular humans in the 21st century. The term "classical" music, if it conjures any image at all, invariably calls to mind some sort of 18th-century European white male, perhaps in a powdered wig and velvet frock coat. We don’t think of these humans as being just like us: relatable, fallible, flawed creatures who are all in their own ways figuring out how to be. We don’t think of them as being women, people of colour, minorities. And yet in this book we find hundreds of inspiring humans of all stripes and backgrounds, creating music of dazzling diversity. I write of their stories, their lives and loves, their losses and triumphs, their sorrows and joys. And as I do, that old cliché about music being the universal language was revealed for the profound truth it is. Truly all of human life is here.’

It is Clemmie’s fervent belief that music is a universal right. She also makes the compelling case that music is a social object, made by humans for humans, passed between us as offerings across space and time. The pieces of classical music you will find in this book will see you through a whole year, offering an unforgettable soundtrack to your every day. A reminder that, in our ever more frenetic and fragmented lives, finding a space to sit and listen to a piece of music every day can be a singular gift to yourself.




To Dr Christopher Kellner, for everything





‘Music, the combiner, nothing more spiritual, nothing more sensuous, a god, yet completely human . . . supplying in certain wants and quarters what nothing else could supply.’

Walt Whitman (1819–1892)






Foreword
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When the first volume of Year of Wonder was published in 2017, I bought it for almost everyone I knew. The recipients ranged from my then ten-year-old god-daughter to my seventy-something father. Despite the six-decade age gap and their entirely different upbringings and preoccupations (one of them loves TikTok; the other prefers a Bach variation played on vinyl), it proved to be the perfect book for both of them.

As anyone who has read that volume will know, and as anyone who holds this precious book in their hands will soon come to realize, the extraordinary gift of the Year of Wonder series is that there is something in these pages for everyone. However you’re feeling, at whatever time of year, you will be able to find what you need. You can read the whole lot in one go or dip in as you wish. You can be inspired by a composer you’ve never previously heard of or be comforted by an old favourite. Within these pages are people with extraordinary lives and astonishing gifts. You will find solace. You will find love. You will find heartbreak, grief, compassion and understanding. In short, you will find what it is to be human. You will find yourself.

On this journey, Clemency Burton-Hill is the best kind of guide: someone who eloquently communicates her own passion for classical music while making it accessible, joyous and wholly unthreatening for the rest of us. She writes with both knowledge and fluency, and her informed enthusiasm spills into every sentence. Classical music can so often feel shrouded in elitist mystique, as if it can only be understood by white men in dinner jackets playing at spotlit grand pianos in formal auditoria. It can feel exclusive and closed-off – especially if, like me, you have only ever been to a handful of concerts and barely managed to scrape through Grade 6 trumpet.

Reading Year of Wonder changes all that. It reminds us that music is one of the most direct forms of connection, and that one doesn’t need to analyze it in order to feel it. It is not just an academic discipline; it is the experience of life itself – in all its glorious, messy complexity. And this volume of Year of Wonder picks up where the first left off, introducing us to a dazzling array of diverse voices.

Clemency knows the power of classical music all too well. Professionally, she has devoted her life to its passionate communication, in multiple forms – from radio shows to documentaries, articles, books and podcasts. Perhaps you’ve already listened to an episode of her award-winning podcast series Classical Fix, on BBC Sounds, where she mixes a specially curated playlist for a weekly interviewee, who invariably knows nothing about the genre. Perhaps you’ve heard The Open Ears Project, a critically acclaimed podcast she launched at New York Public Radio, in which she welcomed extraordinary guests from all walks of life to choose a piece of classical music that had meaning for them. The guests included everyone from Hollywood movie stars to 9/11 firefighters. Much of her work is shaped by the same purpose: to break down barriers and to help us each plug into the intangible, unparalleled, miraculous capacity that music has to connect.

But Clemency’s understanding of the music she writes about is not purely professional. On 20 January 2020, just as she had almost completed the manuscript for the book you are now reading, she suffered a severe and life-threatening brain haemorrhage in New York. Her internal world went dark. She survived thanks only to timely intervention and the heroic efforts of her brain surgeon, Dr Christopher Kellner. She was in a coma for seventeen days.

During this time, her friends and family did not know if she would make it. If she did, we were warned, she would be radically altered and not the Clemmie we remembered. Powerless to do much, we tried to reach our beloved friend in the ways she had taught us to appreciate. We sent her music. By her bedside, it played continuously – an eclectic diet of hip-hop, soul, jazz, pop, Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and others.

When Clemmie regained consciousness, she rapidly set about defying every single medical expectation made of her. As she embarked upon the agonizing and interminably difficult business of recovery as an in-patient at a neuro-rehabilitation centre, she continued to listen to music like her life depended on it – and perhaps it did. I remember visiting her there for a week in February 2020 and being astounded every single day by her grace under unimaginable pressure. She had to relearn how to walk and talk. Her communication – arguably the most important part of her life – was horribly impeded. Yet not once did she show any sign of self-pity. She was constantly grateful for having another chance at life. She was full of love. In the evenings, when I left the hospital, I would often see her pressing play on her phone. Once, I glanced at the screen to see what was playing. It was Max Richter.

When, in early March 2020, the pandemic put paid to all visitors – including Clemmie’s husband and two young sons, as well as her closest family and friends – she listened to music even more fiercely. When she, too, contracted COVID, she carried on listening as she had done since she was a tiny child. She relied on hearing music every single day, even if occasionally it proved to be a painful reminder of all she had lost.

Today, Clemmie has regained some of her speech and much of her movement. Although she would deny this (her self-effacement survives wholly intact) the scale of her recovery is testament to her heroic courage and determination. It is an ongoing process but, wonderfully for all the many people who love her, she is still indubitably, gloriously herself. Thank goodness.

According to Dr Kellner, music has been a vital part of her rehabilitation. The extent to which she has restored both her language and cognitive faculties is, in his view, largely thanks to the effect on her brain of the musical training she had earlier in life. Although the brain injury robbed Clemmie of so much, it could have been considerably worse.

‘If ever there was proof in my own lived experience of music’s extraordinary, supernatural power to heal, to restore, to comfort, this is it,’ Clemmie says. ‘It has been my steadfast companion in utmost sorrow and grief. And more generally, music is a constant, stubborn proof, in miraculous soundwaves, that life is not just worth living, but a way of showing you back to yourself, whoever you are.’

There could be no greater testament to the wonder of music. This book is your portal to that magical world. Prepare to be changed for ever by reading it.

Elizabeth Day

London, August 2021




Introduction
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When I wrote the first volume of Year of Wonder in 2017, my motivation was straightforward: I believed that music – all music – is a potential source of solace, connection and joy, and that ‘classical music’, so often reserved for a so-called ‘elite’, should be available to anyone who might want to listen to it. I realized that we were in the beginning of a seismic technological shift which could transform the way that people, of all different backgrounds and ages and cultures, could access the music that largely gets labelled ‘classical’. That was very exciting to me. Since the book’s publication, it has been the wonder of my life to see it find such an open-eared, big-hearted audience around the world. I have loved hearing from my readers – and listeners! – about how the book has helped them on their own journeys through the sometimes vexing art of being human.

Now, five years later, I am writing this introduction in an utterly transformed, post-2020 world. Over the past two years I have witnessed – and personally experienced, on the most profound level – how music has offered particular consolation and companionship in these times of extreme grief, distress and isolation. Somehow even when things fall apart, music endures.

And so, although it might sound ridiculous, the platitudinous equivalent of sticking a Band-Aid over a brain hemorrhage, I still believe music is, above all else, a source of hope. Of radical, robust hope. I am given hope by the many stories in this book of composers, aka normal people, who have been compelled to create something of beauty, of imagination, of meaning, of enquiry – even if they happen to be largely unsupported or uncelebrated in their efforts in their own times: cruelly disabled, or sidelined, or even worse, victims of abject prejudice. I am given hope by the idea, too, of such music generating a profound response in future listeners, maybe on the other side of the world or in altogether unrecognizable circumstances. I am given hope by the constancy and generosity of this human exchange, unfolding across space and time, so that perfect strangers are afforded a soundtrack to process big things, big emotions, in privacy, or possibly shared with their community, but in a way that has a real impact in their own lives. Most of all, I am given hope by the fact that humans have been doing this for so long – often facing even worse inequity or poverty or plague – and still it endures.

[image: image]
While in its written form music is just abstract dots on a page, once it is breathed alive by living, feeling humans, it connects the dots across time and space and geography and circumstance. Yes, the genre known as ‘classical music’ was largely born in Western Europe, in a largely Christian tradition, but it certainly hasn’t stayed there, and thank goodness! It’s like irrepressible laughter, or our ever-expanding universe: it can’t be contained.

There is about a millennium’s worth of classical music gathered here over 366 days. Many of the earliest composers that I have included, like Hildegard of Bingen or Pérotin, almost certainly composed their music ‘to the glory of God’. I obviously can’t be certain, but I believe those remarkably gifted eleventh-century humans were also trying to encapsulate and express their sense of wonder about just being here – which, by a process of extraordinary alchemy, gets transmuted, goes into the sound and the physical vibrations of their music and travels across time to markedly different cultures with markedly different belief systems (or none). So, for example, J. S. Bach, a very devout Lutheran who died many hundreds of years ago, is only ‘J. S. Bach’, the immortal legend, because his music contains something ineffable that resonates in other people, who then lovingly resurrect his music every moment of every day on every continent. And the more I think about this endless continuum of human beings sharing, exchanging, depending upon music and each other, the more awed I am.

In this way, music is like a living laboratory – a never-ending stream of mutual endeavour that gets recorded and re-created by performers and audiences who interpret it for their individual sensibilities, proclivities and particular moments in time. When music ‘means’ something to us, whoever we are, we often bypass any intellectual questions and go directly to a physiological and emotional response. You know how it goes: sudden goosebumps; an involuntary tingle-factor; a feeling of the hair rising on the back of your neck. Something in that particular song or piece or performance has connected with you and your own set of experiences and thoughts, beliefs, traumas, tragedies, disappointments, secrets, regrets, joys. Almost before we are even aware of it, something has connected.

Academic study of classical music has its place, of course. But classical music, as it is actually heard and experienced by the vast majority of people, is all about these chance moments. It is not some fossilized relic, fenced off in a dusty museum or glittering concert hall. And entry to this thing called ‘classical music’ is not reserved only for those humans who profess to ‘understand’ it – who, by some mixture of luck or privilege or history, can both afford it and feel welcome at it. That fiction, no, worse, that de facto cultural segregation, that despicable ‘othering’, has no role in the world today.

And yet. I understand why so many people feel alienated or made to feel ignorant by the very term ‘classical music’ – and its presumed associated rituals – which cut across intersectional lines of wealth, education, race and class. For a long time, and in many cultures, music education has been sidelined at the expense of more ‘useful’ subjects or pursuits, pushing access to it into the hands of the privileged few who can and want to pay for it. The perception remains, therefore, that ‘classical music’ is only for posh, rich, white people, or at least that it is an esoteric monolithic museum piece with zero relevance to modern life.

But I am convinced (by my twenty-plus professional years of working with music, in many different guises and formats) that anyone can respond and be moved and even fall in love with classical music – without understanding ‘how’ it works on them. Because, spoiler alert: literally nobody knows! There is no neuroscientist, let alone any composer or musician, who really knows how music works on an individual brain and consciousness and the glorious emotional collection of atoms that constitute a human being. And long may that be the case. I like to think of it as an eternal flame, shedding light on the human heart: any human heart, in any age.

Your preferred music may not be classical, of course. If you prefer the Bangles, circa 1989, that’s terrific. (And I love that song, by the way.) But if you have a modicum of curiosity about classical, my mission here is to make sure you never feel sheepish and/or somehow ‘less-than’ if you don’t know the first thing about it, especially by those forces who say, in subtle or not-so-subtle ways, ‘no, sorry, only white men allowed’ or ‘if you’re not rich enough to come to the opera then you don’t deserve to come to the opera’. Those forces are pernicious, long-embedded, but they are nothing to with the music itself. They are nothing at all. They can be overcome.

Because music is powerful. Music is not just sonorous air. Millions of people, over millennia, have drawn robust hope through music. Hope that can then be directed into other things: action, activism, inspiration, consolation, even survival. To channel the poet Seamus Heaney and his beautiful observation about the great paradox and renewing force of the imaginative arts, in one sense the efficacy of music is nil: ‘no lyric,’ he wrote, ‘has ever stopped a tank. In another sense it is unlimited.’ Or playwright Bertolt Brecht, who asked, ‘In the dark times/Will there also be singing? Yes, there will also be singing/About the dark times.’ Invariably human beings respond to tyranny, to horror, to despair, by making art and often, later, that’s how we have been able to hope, and somehow to cope.

One late September afternoon in the annus horribilis that was 2020, going home from a hospital appointment, I came across a quartet playing on the street in New York. They were four wildly talented youngsters, possibly recently just out of college. They had probably spent the majority of their lives dedicated to the pursuit of making it as a musician, sacrificing much and quite possibly racking up many thousands in debt. And now – this. No concerts; no tours; no real prospects. Busking on the sidewalk for small dollar bills, Venmo details prominently displayed on a makeshift sign in one of their instrument cases. Yet a crowd of masked strangers, with their haunted pandemic expressions, were suddenly stopping, and listening, and smiling, and getting their phones out to record this moment (and hopefully, sending money electronically). The quartet were so good. And, perhaps this being New York, they were a mixture of white, Black, and Asian-American players. They were playing Beethoven: late Beethoven, as it happened, a piece written in 1826 when the composer was almost totally deaf. I listened to them for a while, felt the autumn sunshine on my face, and was quietly inspired – with the music, with the city, with the world, with history and time and love and with the persistent notion that beauty and art and music, this is what gives life its endless, stubborn courage. This is what gives life its resilience. This is what gives us hope.

This is something.
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