SORABRJI: A CRITICAL CELEBRATION, cd.
Paul Rapopart. Cambridge: Scolar Press,
1992, 512 pp., $69.95. “History is not the
past, but what wa construe as the past.” With
this bold statoment, Paul Rapoport of Mc-
Mastar Universily lays the groundwork for
both the evaluation of the enigmatic com-
posor Kaikhoseu Shapurgi Sorabji and the
reavaluation of the hlslory of 20th-century
music. A surprisinp}I]y large number of com-
posars, far out of the mainstream, ara cur-
rently undergoing reconslderation—Busonl,
Godowsky.’ilavergal Brian, and Ronald
Stevenson, to name but a few. It is possible
that there will soon be a shift awa R’om the
Schoenberg/Stravinsky axis that has domi-
naled historical thought. As editor, Rapoport
has hcro collected a fine array of scgo ars,
musicians, assoclates, and friends of Sorabijl
to shed light on and provide crucial infor-
malion for a composer who did his best to re-
tire from public view and who may prove to
be one of the most vital and important of the
neglected and obscure composers of the
cenlury.

Soruil)ll (1892-1988), a British residenl of
Spanish/Parsi descent, Is the stulf of legend.
Bntween the ban on parformances that he

lacad upon his works and the prodigious
ength (some four hours long and others yel
longer) and awesome technical difficultics of
the works themselves. mention of Sorabji's
name (itsell a serious drawback because of
pronunciation) could only cause confused,
awed, or incredulous looks among one's lis-
teners. To nltempt 1o describe the music was
lo guarantee disbelicf. Mast Importantly,
Sorabji's avowaed elitist apymach compelled
him lo compaose for only the few musicians
possessing phennmenal skills and the rare
audiences wha might yet view performance
as a sacred evenl 1o be approached with ded-
tcation, complete allention, and open, in-
formed min({;. Sarabji was not hopefu! for
such conditlons:

Why do I nnither scck nor encourage public
petforimances of my works? Bocause thoy are
naither intended nor suilable for It under pre-
sonl, or indeed any foresecable conditions: no
porformance at allis vastly preferable to an ob-
scenc {ravesty.

The scacrcity of information and music
available untif just recently has made it al-
most impossible to come 1o grips with Sorab-
ji as a composer. This book succeeds in pro-
viding the necessary framework for the
undarstanding. It is not a biography but a col-
lection of essays, ranging from the phile-
sophical to the scholarly 1o the plainly nr

reciative (though hero-worship Is
orlunalcl{avoldcd). But the result is not the
Ealchwor that might have been. A firm

and has organized the work with excellent
results. Rapoport himself provides an essay
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cast in the form of a dialogue that concen-
trates on placing Sorabji in a historical and
cultural context and attempts to prove that
fahis and value are nal, contrary to the be-
liefs of our socioly, synonymous terms.
Alistair Hinton, director of the Sorabji

Archive and responsible for Sorabji's musi- -

cal and literary legacy, provides an essay in
part l)iogm||}hical, in part ?pre(:iativo. and
overall vastly informalive. Crucially, Hinton
explains tho lifting of the performance ban—
In which he played the most important of
roles. For this alone we are in dobt to this
Scotlish composer. His work on behalf of the
archivo has been exiraordinary and it is un-
likely that this book would have exisled
without his devotion and knowledge. (Cur-
rently almost all scores—iucluding pub-
lished editions and manuscript copies—and
much literalure are available through The
Sorabji Archive, Easton Dene, Bailbrook
Lane, Bath, Avon BA1 7AA, England )
Sorabji was also a prolific wriler and cril-
ic. The essay by Nazlin Bhimani selects from
Sorabji's contributions to such journals as
New Age. His roviews could be vicious or
glowing but were always exuberant and po-
tent, based on very clear ideas of musician-
ship, craftsmanship, and inspiration. Com-
posers who did not mect Sorabji's standards
were deall crushing blows. l‘lnr example,
Gustav Holsl was a parlicular sore point:

Nothing short of the highest possiblo sources
of inspiration do for Mr. Holst—an entire Cos-
mos in the Plancts, Vedantic lhoufhl in the Rig
Vuda Hymn, and the Apocryphal New Tosta-
ment in the Hymn of Josus, indeud as thoy “do
for™ him in quite another sense by showing his
lamenlable inability to deal with them or catch
a fleeting/glimpse of the shadow of a reflection
of thuir grgatness. .

But it is as a composer that Sorabji must be

!ud ed, for all the interest that the biograph-
cal and literary matarial possesses. Record-
ings are still loo few and concentrate mainly
on the early piano works, which may or may
nol reprasent Sorabji‘s gilts. Unlortunately,
much of the later music remains in
manuscript of inspired illegibility, present-
ing a pressing task: the preparation of scores
and parts. In the book's one significant omis-
sion, the chief practitioner of this decipher-
maent, the enormously gifted organist Kevin
Bowyer, did not contribute an essay on edit-
ing Sorabji's manuscripts. Bowyer has un-
dertaken the editing of the organ works and
by now possossos more experiance than all
olher editors combined. Furthermore, Sorab-
ji's organ works are among his most impor-
tant and are neglecled in lﬁis book.

Yel. while these works are not directly dis-
cussed, significant to our underslanding of
Sorabji's style and method is the contribu-
tion U}Michaal Habermann in his analysis of
the piano works, condensed fromn a docloral
dissertation. Habermann enters into Sorab-
ji's musical labyrinth and leaves a clear trail
that his successors are obliged to follow. His

“analysis is equally pertinent to the organ or

symphaonic works, though focused on the
early Le Jardin parfumé for piano. At pre-
sent, Sorabji must be understood from the
Eorspective of his primary influences—

iszt's brilliant pianism, Busoni's philo-
sophic and otherworldly aesthetic,
Godowsky's complexity of texture and mul-
tiplicily of innar voices, Szymanowski's
mystical utterances, and Scriabin’s theo-
suphic invosligalions of the upper harmon-
ics. Il this amalgain seems unusual, it is onl
because wo cannot yet grasp Sorabji’s origl-
nal contribution to tﬁcse disparate clements.
When his later works have been parformed,
wo will be able to judge the success of the
synthesis.

in utter divergence of siyla, perfectly in
keoping wilth Sorabji's intellectual ideals
and yet helpful 1o our undarstanding of
Sarabji's language, is Kenneth Derus's “Peri-
graph.,” which Is In part philosophic, in part
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postic. The result is a density of language
and thought which almost rivals that of

" Sorabji's music.

: eminent readability, Is a giant slep

If judgment has seemed impossible, it is
only because the number of performances,
here thoroughly cataloged by Marc-André
Roberge, has not yet reached that critical
mass necessary to rcFislor on the musical
profession or listening public. With the
recordings, completed and planned, by a
host of brilliant musicians such as Marc-An-
dré Hamelin, {uhn QOgdon, Ronald Steven-
son, Yonty Solomon, Donna Amato, Kevin
Bowyer, and Geoffrey Douglas Madge, the
situation is indeed clylanging. Cri!icaﬁ mass
may soon be reached.

his book, of impeccable scholarship and
towards
the evaluation of Sorabji. Whether he is dis-

covered to be a major figure in music and of
e(‘unl significance lo the accepted maslers
will depend on the effect of his music on au-
dicnces and composers. By choice Sorabiji
charled a solitary course; only time will re-
veal if any may follow him.
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