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Born in Goole in the West Riding, Gavin Bryars 
became a jazz bassist while studying philosophy 
at university. This fateful detour began a journey that 
has taken in the birth of free jazz with Derek Bailey 
and Tony Oxley, touring with Lee Konitz, studies 
with John Cage, the founding of the Portsmouth 
Sinfonia, collaborations with everyone from 
Brian Eno and Tom Waits to the Spanish artist 
Juan Muñoz, and his own expansive – and ever-
expanding – oeuvre, currently comprising five 
operas, concertos, quartets and works for small 
ensembles, and a large body of vocal and choral 
music. During lockdown in 2020 he recorded an 
Opera North podcast in conversation with the 
Poet Laureate Simon Armitage. 
CLICK TO LISTEN
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For one of the first concerts to be given by my 
ensemble since December 2019, it is perhaps 
fitting that I should focus on what are the two most 
well-known pieces from my long list of works, as well 
as being the earliest that I have kept in my repertoire: 
The Sinking of the Titanic and Jesus’ Blood Never 
Failed Me Yet. In fact, 2021 is the 50th anniversary 
of the composition of Jesus’ Blood, just as the 
performance of Titanic in December 2019 came 
50 years after the genesis of that work.

Although these pieces have usually been performed 
on a large scale, sometimes even as installations 
or – as at Tate Modern in 2019 – involving very long 
duration, our performance here represents a new, 
smaller scale and perhaps clearer chamber music 
approach, which I first developed for performance 
at the Goldmark Gallery in Uppingham.

This concert contains both works, something I rarely 
do, but with the addition of later pieces that show 
something of my ensemble’s evolution. Just as my 
musicians have been with me for over 20 years – 
becoming almost part of my family – so now 
my ensemble regularly includes my children, 
two of whom perform with me here.
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The Flower of Friendship (2009, revised 2021) 

This instrumental piece consists of song-like material for four solo instruments, a kind of musical portrait 
of these players. It makes use of an alternation of verse and refrain: the’ ‘refrain’ being a recurring pizzicato 
bass solo and each ‘verse’ features a different solo instrument. The title The Flower of Friendship is a joining 
together of two literary sources: one by Gertrude Stein, the other by the Scottish poet George Bruce, 
each of which refers to the easy exchanges between friends.

The Sinking of the Titanic (1969) 

This piece is the earliest I have kept in my catalogue and originated in a sketch written for an art exhibition in 
1969 when I was interested in finding the musical equivalent of a work of conceptual art. All the materials in the 
piece are derived from research and speculation about the sinking of the ‘unsinkable’ luxury liner. The starting 
point was the report of the band having played a hymn in the ship’s final moments, even as the water enveloped 
them. This forms a base over which other material is superimposed: fragments of interviews, Morse signals, 
other versions of the hymn, other possible hymn tunes, references to bagpipe players on the ship, speculations 
and so on. The piece is an open one, being based on data about the disaster but also considering any new 
information that emerges.

It Never Rains (2010, revised 2021) 

This short instrumental piece was commissioned by the Californian record label Cold Blue Music, which 
had a short life as a vinyl label in the 1980s and which was reincarnated in 2001. The title has two different 
references. The first is to the saying ‘It never rains, but it pours’, which describes the difficulties I had in trying 
to fit the piece into my composing schedule. The second is to the line from a Beach Boys’ song that ‘It never 
rains in Southern California...’
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Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me Yet (1971)

In 1971 a friend, Alan Power, was making a film about people living rough in London, and he gave me those 
audio tapes that he didn’t need for his film, and which were to be discarded. For some reason I listened to 
them all. On these tapes people talked about their lives; sometimes they would break into drunken song – 
sentimental songs, loud operatic extracts. But one man, who didn’t drink, sang ‘Jesus’ Blood Never Failed 
Me Yet.’ I was struck by his singing, which was very touching, in tune and musical, and which happened 
to be in tune with my piano. I made a loop from his singing and wrote an accompaniment with a simple, 
gradually evolving orchestration. Over the years I have made many different versions, ranging from just 
a few players to full orchestra and chorus. The accompaniment, though, does not seek to draw attention 
to itself but forms a support to the old man’s voice, respecting its dignified humanity and simple faith.
It remains an understated testimony to his optimistic spirit, despite his situation.

The first recording, produced by Brian Eno in 1975, gained minor cult status and a second recording, 
in 1993, which included a contribution by Tom Waits, achieved a wider success, reaching No. 1 in record 
charts in many parts of the world. The most recent version was recorded live at Café Oto, London, in 2019, 
by my own ensemble, including my four children.

Epilogue from Wonderlawn (1994) Morgan Goff, solo viola

In May 1994, I wrote music for a dance called Wonderlawn whose final section was accompanied by a version 
of this Epilogue. Later, I enriched the instrumentation, and it became a kind of family piece with additional cellos 
(my eldest daughter Ziella plays my mother’s cello) and my son Yuri’s double bass that has a low C.

The piece begins with a simple series of harmonies played as guitar arpeggios sustained by the bowed 
strings. It then evolves into an extended melody, a kind of song-without-words, for the solo viola supported 
by occasional duet material with the solo cello. The music was written specifically to highlight the special 
qualities that my own players bring to this music.
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