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I’d describe the music of Scott Ordway’s quite

beautiful 2020 choral opera The Outer Edge of Youth

as a blend of Britten and Arvo Pärt with a dollop of

Eric Whitacre, perhaps (I’m thinking of the latter’s Lux

aurumque). This is not to suggest that Ordway is

cribbing in any way or lacking in originality, but

simply to convey a sense of its style.

The story (the composer’s own, as is the libretto)

concerns Sebastian and Nicholas, two boys ‘at the

very end of childhood’, who enter a forest and find

they’re able to understand birdsong. Guided by the

birds, they witness the wedding of two foxes,

experience the magical beauty of a hidden apple

orchard, and then come upon a bear caught in a trap

with two cubs at her side. Unable to bear the sight of

such suffering, they angrily question the birds, who

explain that their compassion is part of what makes

them human. Sebastian runs off but Nicholas begs to

be transformed into a bird in order to be free of the

pain his humanity carries with it. The birds comply,

and Sebastian is left to ponder his friend’s fate.

The libretto is effective, though at times I wished

Ordway had been more concise. On the other hand,

this is as much a contemplative work as a dramatic

one, and the composer deftly balances these two

seemingly opposing aspects. Some of the effects are

especially striking – when the birds first speak to the

boys (track 3), for example, their voices seem to throb

like flapping wings; the wondrous simplicity of the

foxes’ wedding procession (track 5, starting at 1'29");

and the Pérotin-like polyphony that introduces the

final scene (track 20).

The score calls for a small choir (eight voices) and an

instrumental quartet (three cellos and a double bass),

along with a soprano (who portrays Sebastian) and an

alto (Nicholas). The performance here by The Thirteen

is exquisite in every way, from the purity and

blending of the choral singing to the passionate

characterisations of the two soloists. Conductor

Matthew Robertson’s pacing is faultless, and he

shows how silences and breaths are as important in

this music as the notes themselves. The recording,

made in the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in

ORDWAY The Outer Edge of

Youth

The Outer Edge of Youth

Listen on Apple Music

Follow us

      



https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsttdpELjGgIsr1d6m6ppZPLoKFq4SH3q9NNPDUhH5AXFEGjcDsQYOhHt2nGgVA2bk6qK5oxtNLXZQlrCXk9Ltm6qW0d5HBzkwqP1WOePDjMwlAN-HBO74xAmQd7266-Xe3JlKSlM8RFOnqCiead9f2gvQpbVwJ1ZZ8871JOS4loyZTVpGPz-BZMkMJZ_WloVVxuG5Amx07NRzU6u0VgpBK2IwR0RoNS_Mspbu7UHSPkVeNQWFZIFtnPTjwVXgqdxWFvR1fB-_bCWPY0jMKMXMa4ZPozxbeUpXvrqkjSYsRgM3_EmlMOi1HAesmL9KXrvJbdQONHTCUId0YZOfttO-3MH8YIJSY_MWo1Ru2OS7wbVt6gTUHUrYL_Bl46&sai=AMfl-YRgabwO6OMyIqvYzazRuJgwkPn8UsHJbI-Nz07gmksifNVlsvt_l-D9dzV_sU6dpMIHLIf78W9GuRFxK6I7zmpvdBRJbaVBTvdZUKjRidpRjxf0SQixo6tVDsu5-pY&sig=Cg0ArKJSzO_PyPOGcnwF&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=http://www.azrielifoundation.org&nm=2
https://geo.music.apple.com/us/album/scott-ordway-the-outer-edge-of-youth/1645182883?itsct=music_box_link&itscg=30200&ls=1&app=music&at=1l3v8Ma&app=itunes
http://www.facebook.com/GramophoneMagazine
https://twitter.com/intent/follow?source=followbutton&variant=1.0&screen_name=gramophonemag
https://www.youtube.com/user/GramophoneMagazine?sub_confirmation=1
https://www.instagram.com/gramophonemagazine/
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuwBA_-K554vT1PQvCeNj1sh-1s6D4vPxwQuvG6AqXBsMFD3KPTUCJPmRS74vqcmFpsmiE7R__ttglOO9_2e2a57jKnf04M2sTeS9vrt6bEU5YHA0AR3XRI1bQndpsNSd-8V4J-L72AOSMZ7MVNnM2br_VLVtpLl3a6PZEIpp2Ddr3TwB8zUFkzSX8reFohpoB7EaeLCoaNGMh6mKuwvq55aHe7SxofpkCjxqwKzi9J7ImZuBDFEZELhsDNZMFuTprMeh0_zaBUfuTrvJl_hCcF0jsGlYBV-ANt3mL5ls-N-kiUTBPmwDUOdVLp5Htl132RwqcNTSN-FGA68XLM5nGxKMtyqhxg-NI&sai=AMfl-YSkUPve2XfcNgl2ICcMw5Qg4bJXdUYBpna36IGFVbybKFJJPdHlaQFtbn6TtiCM1WfiHzNBDUrq8j3o2x6DOxt97CgWX8MHtaD5sc0K2lNPGCXeI2niEb_tDchOkg&sig=Cg0ArKJSzHoAlvXpVDm4&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://wigmore-hall.org.uk/whats-on/summer-2023-wigmore-series
https://www.magsubscriptions.com/film-music?utm_source=GRM&utm_medium=display&utm_campaign=FilmMusic
https://www.gramophone.co.uk/


2/21/23, 10:26 AM ORDWAY The Outer Edge of Youth

https://www.gramophone.co.uk/reviews/review?slug=ordway-the-outer-edge-of-youth 2/3

America (Washington DC) – aptly, given the story’s

obvious Franciscan roots – bathes the proceedings in

aural radiance.
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