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Laurence Osborn  (b.1989)    (i) loop (after Weelkes) from Spare Parts* (2023) 

Thomas Weelkes  (1576-1623)    Death hath deprived me (1608)   

Ruth Crawford Seeger  (1901-1953)   To an Unkind God from 3 Chants (1930)   

Laurence Osborn     (ii) crook (after Machaut) from Spare Parts* 

Guillaume de Machaut  (c.1300-1377)   Quant en moy 

Thomas Weelkes    Whilst youthfull sports    

Ruth Crawford Seeger    To an Angel from 3 Chants 

John Dowland  (1563-1626)    His golden locks (1590)   

Laurence Osborn     (iii) spring (after Dowland) from Spare Parts* 

Juvenilia (2018-9)   
Look Who It Ain't • Konami Cheat/Selection Ritual • 
Pokémon Card I: Magikarp • Pig Machaut • 
Nightmare (Gently Dip) • Pokémon Card II: Metapod • 
Ballett dell' Avagavagavagava • 
There Was A Woman All Skin And Bone • 
Pokémon Card III: Mewtwo • Bye-Bye • Departure  

*world première, commissioned by The Marian Consort     
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This programme returns to the idea of memory - real 

and imagined, cultural and personal. Across the first 

half are scattered the three movements of Spare Parts 
(2023), written with librettist Joseph Minden. Each is 

held together by a little bolt or screw borrowed from 

another piece of choral music. The first, (i) loop (after 
Weelkes), is paired with Thomas Weelkes’s Death hath 
deprived me (1608) written in remembrance of the 

composer Thomas Morley. The commemoration of the 

dead carries with it paradoxical implications of 

preservation and ruin, permanence and transience. In 

Weelkes’s text, the body ‘rests until the world shall end’, 

while simultaneously disintegrating and turning to 

dust. (i) loop from Spare Parts uses this paradox as a 

starting point. The line, ‘my dearest friend is dead and 

laid in grave’, is set to repeat in a continuous loop. On 

each repetition, elements are removed from the text, 

allowing new meanings to be exposed. The music 

builds on traces left behind by Weelkes’s counterpoint, 

decorating them in my own harmonies and textures. 

Ruth Crawford-Seeger’s extraordinary 3 Chants 
(1930) seems to recall the past of an imaginary culture. 

It was originally planned as a setting of parts of the 

Bhagavad Gita, but, having been unable to find a 

reliable translation from the Sanskrit, Crawford-Seeger 

invented her own language out of syllables of 

dismembered English and German. The weirdness of 

the language combines with the austerity of Crawford-

Seeger’s vocal writing to stunning effect: the monolithic 

‘ng-ye ye-u/ e yet nah yu’ of the opening strikes like a 

laser beam. 

I hear the same otherworldly quality in 14th-century 

motets like Guillaume de Machaut’s Quant en moy. 

Here, the strangeness emerges from the construction. 

The motet’s lowest voice superimposes a snippet of 

existing plainchant (color) onto an repeating 

independent rhythmic pattern (talea). On top of this, 

the other two voices sing different texts 

simultaneously, creating an audible vortex of word and 

sound as three vocal strands swirl around one another. 

Medievalist Anna Zayaruznaya has characterised these 

motets as chimeras - hybrid creatures comprised of 

different parts. This characterisation was the starting 

point for the second movement of Spare Parts, (ii) 
crook (after Machaut). The motet is part-human, part-

goat, part-bell. Its three texts relate to the experience 

librettist Joseph Minden and I have had - on entirely 

unrelated and separate occasions - of stumbling across 

large flocks of belled-up goats in the Cevennes 

mountains. 

The second half of the programme moves towards 

more personal ideas of memory and ‘past-ness’. The 

chirpy fa-la-la’s of Weelkes’s Whilst youthfull sports 

hide within them the sadness of the transience of 

youth. I hear a similar blend of naïvité and sadness in 

the childish humming that begins To an Angel from 

Ruth Crawford-Seeger’s 3 Chants. To An Angel is 

Crawford-Seeger’s music at its most direct, a quality 

about which she was profoundly ambivalent, her stance 

vacillating between ‘an objective viewing of [the 

movement] as bad, impressionistic, and worthless, and 

a secret liking for its simplicity’. I find it to be one of the 

most tender and beautiful moments in all of 20th-

century choral music. 

John Dowland’s ‘His golden locks’ (1590), written in 

honour of the retirement of Henry Lee, Champion to 

Queen Elizabeth I, is a reflection on aging and the 

passing of time. Initially attributed to George Peele, it is 

now thought to have been written by Lee himself in the 

first person, before being set by Dowland in the third 

person. Converting the text back to the first person - 

‘my golden locks time hath to silver turned’ - gives the 

text a touching vulnerability, as it becomes a 

confession of waning strength. The corresponding 

movement of Spare Parts, (iii) spring (after Dowland), is 

built around the line 'O time too swift! O swiftness never 

ceasing!'. In Joseph Minden’s text, each word of the line 

appears in turn, embedded in a line lifted from a 

different text. To me, the poetry of the line is in the 

contradictory image of time as both finite and infinite. 

The music for this movement operates as if on a spring, 

boinging back and forth between these two 

conceptions of time, as the words and harmony from 

Dowland’s song emerge and recede. 

Juvenilia (2018-9) was written as part of a clutch of 

pieces in which I was trying to reach back and access a 

childhood that felt lost and distant. Juvenilia actively 

speaks in the codes and languages that children use: I 

took care not to use texts written by adults for children, 

instead relying on texts that children themselves create 

or disseminate. It owes much to Peter and Iona Opie’s 

wonderful ethnographic study of 50s and 60s 

playground rituals The Lore and Language of 
Schoolchildren. These texts are combined with texts 

from my own (1990s) childhood, including the chants 

‘Ip Dip Doo’ and ‘Nobody Likes Me’, the made-up 

languages Pig Latin and Uvaguv, computer cheat 

codes, and Pokémon trading cards. 

The movement Nightmare (Gently Dip) sets the song 

sung by a severed head in George Peele’s 1595 play 

The Old Wives' Tale. It refers musically to a recurring 

nightmare I had as a child, which would involve 

disembodied voices singing nonsense songs very close 

to my ears. The music ‘grows up’ during the second 

half of the piece, the playful anthology of the first half 

giving way to a darker, more continuous second half. 

This is reflected in the progression of Pokémon Card 

movements, the middle of which is literally a chrysalis. 

A lot of grief trickled in as I was writing this piece. It 

emerges in the final two movements, Bye-Bye and 

Departure which combines the Alleluia for the Holy 

Innocents from the Liber Usualis and Arthur Rimbaud’s 

Départ. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment 
have ended. 
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Text of ‘Spare Parts’ by Joseph Minden, kindly provided by the 
composer. Translation of Machaut by Richard Barton Palmer © 2015 

 


