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Introduction 

Judith Weir, born 1954, is a British composer of Scottish roots, known for her accessible 

music and eclectic style that has found favor in audiences worldwide. She composes across a 

variety of genres, from chamber music to opera and everything in between. She draws inspiration 

from numerous sources; this is perhaps one of her best-known features. She has used folk 

elements from cultures all over the world, revitalized ideas from mythology and history, and 

drawn inspiration from philosophies including Taoism. In this way, nearly everyone can find a 

personal connection to her music.  

While research is beginning to surface studying Weir’s works and compositional style, 

most of the knowledge available is brief sections in small periodicals and newspapers. I have 

compiled selections of these smaller resources, as I saw them illustrate an important aspect of 

Weir’s career and compositions. A compilation of these smaller sources will, hopefully, be a 

useful resource for further research into Weir’s work.  

Of the resources available, many are biographical in nature. Weir is known as a shy, 

private person, and so biographical information through her childhood and early collegiate years 

is limited. More information is available after she began studies with John Tavener and expanded 

her compositional outreach. Weir’s fame grew quickly after her first few premiered works. Thus, 

the most biographical information is available in her more recent years as a popularly celebrated 

composer.  

As Weir draws so many sources of inspiration from cultural and ethnic sources, 

significant research is devoted to finding the origins of these sources and studying the process 

from their original state to their ultimate realization in Weir’s work. Many researchers have 

studied the effectiveness of these folk elements in highlighting a particular aspect of culture, and 
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the findings are generally favorable in Weir’s regard. The most-often studied of her works is A 

Night at the Chinese Opera, in which she combines numerous Chinese folk elements and even 

includes a much-shortened version of a traditional Chinese opera within the storyline of her own 

opera. She has proven to be a conscious, careful artist in her use of cultural snippets, and is most 

often found to be showing that part of the culture in a respectful and enlightening way.  

Along a similar vein, Weir draws many storylines from history and mythology. 

Researchers have often interviewed Weir to discover more of her creative process in selecting 

and modifying traditional tales to suit her compositional flair and the feeling she wishes to 

convey. Weir often indicates that she feels “called” to the stories and isn’t sure of any particular 

reason why. Once she decides on a particular story, it often undergoes significant changes before 

it is revealed in her final piece. Researchers who question Weir on the reasons behind her art are 

often gently turned away, as Weir prefers her audiences to make their own decisions about the 

purpose of her works.  

Weir has had numerous collaborations with notable musicians from around the world. 

These collaborations can offer great insight into her creative process, as her collaborators may be 

more inclined to share details of the project. In a commissioned work, the person(s) requesting 

the work may have specific ideas in mind for the project, whether that be a theme, source 

material, or some aspect of the final presentation. Weir typically seems amiable in 

accommodating these requests. Because of this, researchers have used the request to form a sort 

of starting point for following the creation of a piece and can then determine which aspects were 

entirely Weir’s own. 

Critics often place Weir’s music in a category of contemporary experimental works, 

rightly fitting as she wanders through so many different compositional techniques and rarely fits 
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to any single pattern. Her music is typically atonal, but is known to have the “appearance” of 

tonality that helps it feel so accessible to her audiences. Some studies follow the form of her 

works, which is most easily done in her operatic pieces. In some cases, Weir does give 

background for the pieces to help the audience better understand a theme or source material for 

the work, but Weir usually leaves the work up for interpretation. Even the works more clearly 

influenced by a particular composer or culture are still hazy connections at best, often described 

as having the “feeling of Sibelius” rather than identifying any specific musical ideas or patterns 

tying the work to that composer.  

While much of Weir’s creative output remains open for further research, this compilation 

of the sources available should be useful in piecing together the details and process of a 

composer who leads such a quiet, private life. Each article holds vital fragments of information 

that can lead to a larger whole of research and understanding.  
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the background of her piece Winter Song, premiered by the SSO, including the additional 

Finnish connection of the piece. He also discusses the requirement given to Weir to use the 

full orchestra, as many of these modern compositions leave out multiple sections of the 

typical orchestra instrumentation.  

Weeks, James. “Unique Detachment.” Choir & Organ 12 (March/April 2004): 34-37. 

Weeks explores Weir’s detached, multi-faceted style through numerous choral works. Though 

she includes hints of various influences (ranging from Messiaen to choral liturgy to humanist 

philosophers), she does not settle in to any of them for long, as part of a “self-protecting 
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refusal to identify.” Weeks cites musical examples from her compositions, and pertinent score 

samples are included.  

Weesner, Anna Theresa. ‘‘‘Ordinary Mysteries’, an Adaptation of Kate Chopin's ‘The Story of 

an Hour’ for Soprano and Ensemble; Tonality in Nontonal Music: A Study of Judith 

Weir's ‘The Consolations of Scholarship’.” DMA diss., Cornell University, 1995. 

Weesner divides her dissertation between two analyses. In her analysis of Weir’s The 

Consolations of Scholarship, Weesner studies the tonality (or lack thereof) within the piece. 

Weesner uses various methods of analysis, including formal analysis, harmonic analysis, and 

study of pitch centers to provide a broader view of the function of tonality within the work.  

Weir, Judith. “Composer in View.” The Singer [volume unverified] (February/March 1994): 31. 

Unavailable for verification. 

________. “Memoirs of an Accidental Film Artist.” In A Night at the Opera, edited by Jeremy 

Tambling, 53-59. London: John Libbey & Company Ltd, 1994. 

Weir speaks to the difficulties and unique challenges of adapting operatic works for 

television. She discusses the process of transforming Mozart’s Il Sogno di Scipione into the 

television version, Scipio’s Dream. She also discusses many of her own original works and 

the process of modifying the score and libretto to suit the fast pacing of television.  

________. “A Note on a Chinese Opera.” The Musical Times 128 (July 1987), 373-75. 

Weir follows her creation of her work A Night at the Chinese Opera through its cultural roots 

into her own interpretation. She discusses the origins of the play within the opera, The Chao 

Family Orphan, and its context within Chinese culture. She also discusses a comparison of 

her work to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which has its own “play within a play” to further the plot, 

including a comparison of their formal structure. 

________. “Whither Opera? The Composers Speak Out.” Opera 51 (February 2000): 172-73. 

In a compilation of the opinions of various opera composers on the future of the genre, Weir 

discusses the success of experimental opera in places other than opera houses. She discusses 

her own draw to the genre, and the methods she uses to make her operas accessible for the 

public.  

________. “The Vanishing Bridegroom.” Contemporary Music Review 11, no. 1-2, (1994). 

[pages unverified]. 

Unavailable for verification. 

Wheeler, Scott. “The Consolations of Scholarship: Music-Drama in the Form of a Yüan Opera.” 

Notes, Quarterly Journal of the Music Library Association 50 (December 1993): 772-73. 
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Wheeler discusses Weir’s The Consolations of Scholarship in regards to its origins in the play 

The Orphan of Chao and Yüan opera. Wheeler also contrasts Weir’s compositional style with 

her contemporaries, noting her ability to work in a variety of mediums and to make the music 

accessible to large audiences.  

White, Barbara. “Difference or Silence? Women Composers between Scylla and Charybdis.” 

Indiana Theory Review 17 (Spring 1996): 77-85. 

Unavailable for verification. 

________. “Music Drama on the Concert Stage: A Study of Judith Weir’s ‘The Consolations of 

Scholarship’” PhD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1997. 

White’s analysis of Weir’s opera The Consolations of Scholarship is made to fill a void in the 

musical analysis of contemporary opera. White uses traditional methods of analysis 

(harmonic and formal) along with broader studies of musical semiotics and an 

ethnomusicological outlook. White also considers the accessibility of the piece and the 

functions of cultural details in creating the story. 

________. “Music Drama on the Concert Stage: Voice, Character and Performance in Judith 

Weir’s The Consolations of Scholarship.” Cambridge Opera Journal 12 (March 2000): 

55-79. 

White discusses Weir’s opera The Consolations of Scholarship both as a functional operatic 

work telling a story and as a way to look at the genre of opera in a new light. She discusses 

the unusual aspects of the work including its length, instrumentation and treatment of the 

characters, and its generalized restraint.  

White, Harry. “Her Master’s Voice.” Classical Music, no. 1016 (January 2016): 63, 65. 

White discusses the history of the post of Master of the Queen’s Music, including its role 

from 1626 when it was first created. He also discusses Weir’s role in education, particularly 

in her role in composition workshops for students. He ties this in with her sphere of influence 

as the new Master of the Queen’s Music, and the potential opportunities to further her goals 

for music education.  

________. “High Places.” Music Teacher 95 (January 2016): 19-20. 

White discusses Weir’s historical appointment as Master of the Queen’s Music and the 

potential impact on music education. He discusses the current state of music education 

funding, and talks with Weir about what changes could be implemented to increase funding 

and access to quality music education. They also discuss the opportunity to improve 

composition assessments in educational settings. 

Whittall, Arnold. “Problems of Reference: Celebrating 2004.” Musical Times 145 (Autumn 

2004): 25-39. 
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Whittall discusses various composers and their use of reference material from other sources. 

In regards to Weir, Whittall discusses her personal style of using “found” material from 

across different cultures and eras, which can often only be tied to source material in a very 

hazy sense. Whittall also discusses the sense of simplicity in Weir’s works, almost in 

juxtaposition to her numerous references across the musical spectrum. Whittall compares and 

contrasts Weir’s style to other notable composers, including Stravinsky and Haydn.  

Wiegandt, Matthias. “‘Waldeinsamkeit - I feel all right’. Judith Weirs Oper Blond Eckbert.” In 

Frauenstimmen, Frauenrollen in der Oper und Frauen-Selbstzeugnisse, edited by 

Gabriele Busch-Salmen, 318-46. Beitrage zur Kultur- und Sozialgeschichte der Musik, 

edited by Eva Rieger.1 Herbolzheim: Centaurus Verlag, 2000.  

Wiegandt studies Weir’s opera Blond Eckbert from a textual basis, with limited comments on 

the music itself. Wiegandt explains that detailed study of the music can only be properly done 

after a study of the text itself. Wiegandt discusses the journey of the text from fairy-tale 

backgrounds to a dark, complex opera, identifying pieces of past fables while following the 

overall form of the text through its climax.  

Wierzbicki, James. “Judith Weir: On Opera Fast Track...Composer of ‘The Vanishing 

Bridegroom’ Says She Mixes Comic, Serious.” St. Louis Post - Dispatch, 31 May 1992, 

[D4]. 

Wierzbicki follows Weir’s fast-paced ascension into the realm of opera composition. He 

discusses audience receptions to her current operatic works and explores the historical and 

cultural content of each opera. Wierzbicki includes a conversation with Weir, in which she 

discusses the meaning behind The Vanishing Bridegroom and explores the moral and 

aesthetic foundations of her operas. 

Wilkins, Sara Ayse. “Exploring the Intersection of Cello and Poetry.” DMA diss., Boston 

University, 2016, 52-68. 

Wilkins studies Weir’s piece Unlocked, a suite for solo cello based on five songs (mainly 

sung by black prisoners in the southern United States) from an anthology by Ruth Crawford 

Seeger. Wilkins identifies the text used in these five songs and studies Weir’s transformation 

of each text and the emotions within. Wilkins identifies the unique aspects of each movement, 

including the effectiveness of the instrumental technique in presenting the emotion of each 

song accurately.  

Wright, David. “Weir to Now?: David Wright Explores the Fastidious Musical World of Judith 

Weir.” The Musical Times 134 (August 1993): 432-37.  

Unavailable for verification. 

Wohlfahrt, Hans-Theodor. “Cabaret und Volksmusik...die britische Komponistin Judith Weir.” 

Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 159 (September-October 1998): 48-50. 

Unavailable for verification. 


