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Notes on the Program

British-born Anna Clyne can pinpoint the 
precise moment when she really knew 

she was a composer. Her music had already 
gained considerable acclaim, enough that 
she had been commissioned by the Los An-
geles Philharmonic for its Green Umbrella 
series in 2008. She was in New York, at work 
on what she expected would be an energetic 
and chaotic piece, when she received an un-
expected phone call: her mother had died. 
 Upon returning to her family’s home in 
London, Clyne sat down at the piano, lit a 
candle, and gazed at a photo of her mother 
taken just days before her passing. Within 
24 hours she had completed Within Her 
Arms, and knew with certainty what she 
was meant to do. “It was my instinct to pro-
cess this by writing music,” she has said. 
“Out of sorrow came something I’m able 
to share with other people.” She drew the 
work’s title from Message, a poem by Viet-
namese Buddhist monk and peace activist
Thích Nhất Ha. nh (b. 1926); she found a pas-
sage written in her mother’s hand, and used 
it as cover art for the score.
 Structured as a single movement, Within 
Her Arms begins with a simple four-note vi-
olin melody that is picked up by the other 
strings and interwoven in a contemplative, 
at times plaintive reverie, seemingly moving 
toward lightness, but shadowed by an under-
current in the low strings. Abrupt halts near 
the halfway mark, and again a few moments 
later, are like sudden gasps of realization; the 
music resumes in a swirl of interconnected 
lines and stabbing outbursts, as in the buzz 
and confusion of a foggy mind, before it set-
tles into a quiet resolution that trails o! into 
acceptance and gentle release.

 Clyne’s epiphany while composing this 
work reflects her relatively late start as a 
composer. Having taught herself piano, she 
began fiddling around with composition 
as a pre-teen, but she did not begin formal 
training until age 20, while working toward a 
music degree at the University of Edinburgh. 
She moved to the United States in 2002 
to pursue graduate studies at Manhattan 
School of Music, where she came under the 
tutelage of composer Julia Wolfe, a found-
ing member of Bang on a Can. That ensem-
ble commissioned several early works that 
helped build Clyne’s reputation. 
 Her first large-scale orchestral work, 
Night Ferry, was premiered by the Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra in 2012, when she 
and Mason Bates were serving as its co- 
composers-in-residence. The initial two-
year appointment was extended through the 
2013–14 season. It was followed by composer- 
in-residence appointments at L’Orchestre 
national d’Île-de-France (2014–16), Balti-
more Symphony Orchestra (2015–16), and 
Berkeley Symphony (2017–19). She is cur-
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rently associate composer-in-residence at 
the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, an appoint-
ment lasting through 2022. 
 Clyne describes herself as a composer of 
acoustic and electroacoustic music, and her 
works have often combined live instruments 
and recorded sound. This past June, Yo-Yo 
Ma premiered In the Gale, for cello and bird 
song, at Schoodic Point in Maine’s Acadia 
National Park. Clyne has also collaborated 
with artists across genres and disciplines to 
explore her interest in visual forms. Color 
Field, to receive its world premiere by the 
Baltimore Symphony Orchestra in October, 
reflects on the paintings of Mark Rothko. 
Between the Rooms, an upcoming film project 
with choreographer Kim Brandstrup and LA 
Opera, takes o! from Emily Dickinson’s “en-
velope poems.” Earlier this year, the Orchestra 
of St. Luke’s premiered Woman in the Balance, 
a film collaboration with artist Jyll Bradley. 
 Another successful collaboration arose di-
rectly from Within Her Arms. Violinist Jen-

nifer Koh sought Clyne out after hearing the 
piece. The resulting Prince of Clouds, a dou-
ble violin concerto written for Koh and her 
mentor, Jaime Laredo, earned Clyne a 2015 
Grammy Award nomination for Best Classi-
cal Contemporary Composition. 
 Since its premiere in 2009 Within Her 
Arms has become one of Clyne’s most per-
formed works. Its limited instrumentation 
has been particularly attractive to ensem-
bles performing under constrained circum-
stances during the pandemic, and its elegiac 
tone has struck a chord with audiences work-
ing through feelings of anxiety and loss. It 
has invited comparisons to Barber’s Adagio 
for Strings.

Instrumentation: string orchestra

— Rebecca 8JO[FOSJFE, an arts writer, 
former program editor for the New York 

Philharmonic, and former editor in chief of 
Symphony Magazine

In the Composer’s Words

It is an honor that the New York Philharmonic will be 
performing Within Her Arms as part of their first season 
opener since the shutdown. This is a piece that is incred-
ibly personal to me — it is music that I wrote in response 
to my mother’s sudden passing back in 2008. 
    Whilst a reflection on loss, this music is also a celebra-
tion of life — of people coming together — and I hope 
that it creates a space to reflect on this past year, and 
that it brings a moment of comfort to those who have 
also lost loved ones during this di"cult period of time.

— Anna Clyne 


