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4. Post–1945 Modernism Arrives in 
Australia

Felix Werder (1922–)

Some years after writing Australian Piano Music of the Twentieth Century, I find 
myself in a quandary yet again, faced with the problem of writing about Felix 
Werder.

Available listings of his output include many early works, many written after 
the young composer came to Australia. These works now seem to be unavailable. 
A few years ago, I rang Felix and asked him about these works, which I wanted 
to look at, as a composer’s first efforts often pinpoint key tendencies in their 
artistic stance. Felix said to me, with some passion, that all these early works 
had been burnt, because nobody showed any interest in them. I did not get to 
first base in the conversation, neither was I inclined to try again. It was certainly 
nothing personal: we had always got along over many years; it was just a very 
bitter and possibly disillusioned Felix who was speaking. I hope that what he 
said to me was not true and that these works are still extant, but I have no way 
of knowing.

Another problem facing anyone writing about Werder is the sheer volume of 
material produced. He once said to me that he saw himself as a hack composer 
such as Telemann (his words). I cannot say with any certitude that Telemann 
was a hack, neither do I see why Werder aligns himself with someone whom he 
might perceive as a hack (there is a work entitled Tafelmusik by both Telemann 
and Werder). Perhaps he thinks of his role as utilitarian rather than artistic? 
We obtained what we hope is a representative sample of his output; it would 
be impossible to claim to have seen everything, or even approach a complete 
survey.

Werder is a highly educated and trained musician; his writings and teachings, 
not to speak of his music criticisms, all show a very sharp mind, encyclopedic 
knowledge, and the ability to leap from one art form to another with elegant 
ease, brushing philosophy on the way. Just very occasionally, a personal, slightly 
sour or cynical note breaks through, betraying Werder’s personal demons.

A further issue is Werder’s own ‘style’. I use the word with some hesitation, 
as I am certain that he would object to it. What he has said about his own 
music suggests that he is against any recognisable style; in fact, that what he is 
aiming for is ‘discontinuity’ (his word). One could retort that this in itself will 



Australian Chamber Music with Piano

56

produce a style of writing; Werder’s compositions often sound like a stream of 
consciousness of sounds by someone who has heard and studied a lot of music. 
But there are no quotations to be found, or anything that ‘sounds like…’. The 
closest one can get to defining the Werder score is to say that often what it 
betrays is its descent from the Second Viennese School minus the rigour. In 
recent years, some of his works have been published in Germany.

Probably the best thing I can do is to present some representative samples 
of Werder’s approach. Mostly, the scores are unbarred and quasi-graphic in 
appearance—that is, the exact point of entry for an instrument is not given.

Example 4.1 F. Werder, Aristophanes

Do the actual notes themselves matter, if the vertical correspondence does not? 
One has to assume that they do, but now and then the composer either becomes 
impatient or declares that shapes and gestures are the thing, not the actual 
pitches, so wavy lines and wiggles of varying thickness make an appearance. 
Piano parts, especially when played directly on the strings, are often notated in 
this approximate fashion.

In his music-theatre works, his disjointed style is at times used with great effect 
to underline a particular movement; Blake’s Emanations, for soprano and piano 
quartet, could be wryly amusing, if performed with assurance; I say this because 
the works require considerable rehearsal and virtuoso conducting.
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Example 4.2 F. Werder, Emanations

In the piano plus one instrument pieces, the pianist has to take on the role 
of director, unless the other player uses a full score, which then raises issues 
of a second page turner—not usual, although perfectly possible. For instance, 
Conference, for cello and piano, is sometimes barred, but this does not help the 
ensemble unless the cellist either sees the piano part or really remembers what 
the pianist is doing.

Example 4.3 F. Werder, Conference

The printed scores are a little easier to read than the composer’s autograph, 
and will perhaps make performances more possible. I have Encore, for violin 
and piano, open in front of me as I write this, and can therefore attest to this 
fact. Typesetting Werder’s scores cannot be easy, and might be expensive—yet 
another problem in our effort to gain a bird’s-eye view of his output. Looking 
at a published score such as Vier Lieder nach Gedichten von Walther von der 
Vogelweide, it is also clear that singers of Werder’s music would need to have 
near perfect pitch to cope with the demanding parts.

In summary, Werder’s approach to composition does not seem to have altered 
over the years; but we need someone to devote time and energy to write about 
this composer and perhaps come to some understanding of what thought is 
lurking behind the printed score.
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Don Banks (1923–80)

It is fitting, in writing about Don Banks, to commence with his Commentary 
for Piano and 2 Channel Tape. The reason is simply that the piece demonstrates 
not only Don’s interest in the then cutting-edge technology (1971), but also 
his equally important propensity for problem solving, usually in the form of 
marrying genres and sound sources usually considered difficult. Commentary 
addresses itself to the problem of combining tape and piano in a musical and 
flexible way. This is achieved by having an operator on the tape machine starting 
and stopping the tape at strictly marked points. Moreover, when the piano and 
tape play together, often the tape part is barred with the piano part, so the 
pianist knows exactly how to fit against the tape. At other times, only starting 
and ending points are indicated in the piano part, and one has to listen for a 
particular effect or voice. I found, in preparing the piece for performance, that 
practising with the tape was not vastly different from rehearsing with another 
player, except that at least one member of the team was rather unyielding as 
far as rubato was concerned! The piano writing is flashy and virtuosic, and 
Don exploited the strengths of the pianist Paul Crossley, who gave the first 
performance. Among Crossley’s specialities, apparently, were fast parallel 
chords, and Don drew my attention to a passage where this is exposed.

Example 4.4 D. Banks, Commentary, one bar after figure 7

Commentary is also distinguished by a lighter touch: the presence of two 
‘personages’, one in each of the stereo speakers; it just happens that one of the 
voices is Don Banks himself. But, at any rate, a conversation takes place between 
the two speakers before the pianist finally begins to play. Some of the dialogue:

‘Okay, let’s get this show on the road’

‘Is the audience quiet yet?’

‘How can I tell? Sitting here all cramped and cooped up in this crazy 
box—how should I know what the audience is doing?’

‘Tell me, is the pianist any good?’

‘He’s fine—it’s the piano that’s the trouble.’
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‘Yes. I know what you mean, it’s such an outmoded instrument. 
Frequency response is only 27.5 to 4186 c.p.s., whereas WE can cope 
with 20 to 20,000—providing they’ve hired decent speakers.’

‘Cycles, shmykles! What I want to know is the pianist ready yet.’

‘I can only see his legs from down here.’

‘God, I hope it’s not going to be one of those pieces where he keeps 
jumping up and reaching inside the piano. I mean, like, it’s so passé 
these days.’

‘Shhhhhh.’

‘Shhhhhh?’

‘Shhhhhh…’

The last ‘Shhhh…’ is transformed electronically into a white-noise sound, and 
the pianist begins. That is how Banks sets the tone of the work. Compared 
with many other attempts to combine piano and tape from the era, this is an 
especially elegant solution to the problem, with a deft touch of humour to boot.

Don produced a few duos: Three Episodes for Flute and Piano (1964); Prologue, 
Night Piece and Blues for Two (clarinet and piano, 1968); and Three Studies 
for Violoncello and Pianoforte (1954) with common characteristics. I might 
have written elsewhere that most of Don’s music has a hidden jazz beat in the 
background, from his early days as a jazz pianist in Melbourne. I have even 
tried certain passages from various works with a jazz drummer, especially when 
there are offbeat accents and other rhythmic subtleties. I found it quite amazing 
and revealing to hear the passage with the drumming added. Of course, I am 
certainly not suggesting any such thing be done in public, but it confirmed to 
my ears how influential and pervasive the early jazz playing proved to be in his 
future output as a composer.

Don had to be totally pragmatic to survive, and he earned his living writing 
for film and meeting strict deadlines whilst he lived in the United Kingdom; 
this super-professional attitude spilled over into his ‘serious’ music and 
was constantly exhibited in his high level of craft as well as his meticulous 
knowledge of the instruments he was writing for. Almost inevitably, he wrote 
for people and ensembles that he knew personally, so works were composed 
with particular people in mind, who probably gave the first performance of the 
new work. Don’s writing tended to be quite linear and very refined; it was not 
in his nature to bludgeon an audience into submission. The style is generally 
lyrical and full of feeling. He did not tend to systemise durations, allowing 
his natural instincts to prevail in that realm. Pitch, however, was a different 
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matter. The Banks archive at the National Library of Australia contains many 
pencil sketches and workings of various works—one can study the scores and 
see the composer at work with pitch rows and matrices, and even deduce why 
certain pitch successions were rejected and others approved. Don found his 
own way with an essentially fluid, 12-tone technique that was rarely Germanic, 
and, thanks to the tutelage of Matyas Seiber (and probably Luigi Dallapiccola), 
contained elements of jazz and popular music despite a very high level of 
craftsmanship.

Here is a very typical example of the writing—perhaps, to some, paradoxically 
combining a jazz feel with a serially controlled pitch succession. Similar passages 
can easily be found in the other works listed above.

Example 4.5 D. Banks, Three Studies for Violoncello and Piano, bars 25–7

The clarinet/piano work is, by its title and nature, intentionally closer to jazz. 
Don must have found the juggling act between film music and ‘art’ music 
exhausting, and must have thought that when he was presented an opportunity 
to return to Australia (first, as a Visiting Fellow at The Australian National 
University and then as a lecturer at the School of Music) life would become 
simpler. As it happened, that was not quite what happened, as he found himself 
heavily involved in various aspects of institutional administration. The flow of 
music began to slow and then virtually came to a halt before his premature 
death.

A special place in his output must be given to the Sonata for Violin and Piano (In 
one movement), dedicated to his teacher Seiber and written soon after leaving 
Australia (1954). Don used to refer to it as his ‘Opus 1’, as he must have felt 
that it was the first piece in which he found a personal voice. Seiber certainly 
taught him thematic control, and Don clung to this aesthetic for the rest of his 
life. The work is concentrated and takes only 13 minutes in performance, but 
much happens in that short time. The seeds that were planted in his early Piano 
Sonatina here come to some fruition for the first time.
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Example 4.6 D. Banks, Sonata for Violin and Piano, bars 171–3

Of roughly the same length is the lovely Horn Trio, written for his friend 
the great Australian horn player Barry Tuckwell. Unlike the Violin Sonata, 
this trio is in three elegant movements: 1) ‘Lento’ introduction leading into 
the allegro moderato movement, and including a cadenza for the horn; 2) 
‘Adagio Espressivo’, containing a cadenza for the horn with the violin; and 3) 
‘Moderato Scherzando’, an exciting movement in compound time with all sorts 
of syncopated interplays between the instruments. The piano’s role here is very 
close to the rhythm section of a jazz ensemble, with many bars of repeated 
quavers.

Don Banks is an important composer in Australian history: with his friends 
and fellow students Keith Humble and James Penberthy, he represented the 
immediate postwar generation of composers who brought a new sense of 
professionalism and internationalism to this country.

Tristram Cary (1925–2008)

Tristram Cary always seemed to embody the total professional. He is best known 
for his pioneering work in electronic music, but some people are surprised to 
learn of his activities in the general areas of music. I had this realisation years 
ago when there was a CD being produced by the Australian Youth Orchestra, 
with settings by many Australian composers of Christmas carols. Upon receiving 
the CD, I saw Tristram’s name among the list of composers and went to that 
track—and then was suitably impressed and somewhat astonished to hear 
a full symphonic rendering of a carol, obviously written by an assured and 
dab hand. Since then I have learnt, of course, that Tristram had made a living 
working in the world of BBC productions and films, so that his personal interest 
in producing the very first prototypes of electronic musical instruments were 
funded by less esoteric compositions.
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So, I now have in front of me his Songs for Maid Marion, written for a radio play 
in 1959 and revised for publication in 1998. The set of six songs is charming 
and pastiche-like, in an eighteenth-century style, with a mixture of original 
folk songs and popular tunes as well as some of Tristram’s own melodies. As 
the original songs were accompanied by guitar, the piano writing is hardly 
adventurous, and the composer says this himself in the preface; he even draws 
attention to one of the songs in which he deliberately gives the guitar some florid 
passage work, originally in the key of E major, which lay under the guitarist’s 
hands very well, especially as the guitarist was Julian Bream.

Earth Hold Songs, Five settings for soprano and piano of poems by Jennifer Rankin 
is in another world altogether. Composed in 1993, these were written only a 
few years after the University of Queensland Press issued Jennifer Rankin’s 
collected poems in 1990. Earth Hold in the original comprises 27 poems, from 
which five were chosen by Cary to create this song cycle. The idiom is highly 
chromatic, and the vocal lines interweave with the piano; quite often the right 
hand of the piano part continues a line begun by the soprano and running out 
of its range. The piano constantly comments and colours the vocal part and 
the words. The titles of the poems selected give a flavour of what the songs are 
about: 1) ‘I Had a Room’; 2) ‘Black Cockatoo’; 3) ‘Earth Hold’; 4) ‘Earth Wind’; 
and 5) ‘Sand’. There is an attractive improvisatory feel to the songs, as though 
they are springing to life as they are being performed. Repeated note patterns 
at various speeds are a feature of the writing and give thematic cohesion to 
the settings. It is only the second song that has a lighter feel to it—a bouncy, 
almost folkdance atmosphere in 2/4, and quite short. The other songs are more 
expansive and deal with the elements of the Earth, of being Earth-bound as 
a human being as against being able to fly, like the cockatoo. Sometimes the 
composer cannot resist the suggestion of the words, as in the opening of the 
fourth song.

Example 4.7 T. Cary, ‘Earth Wind’, from Earth Hold Songs, bars 1–4

Tristram died shortly before I commenced writing this book. Looking back 
on his long life, I cannot help wondering if Australia in general and Adelaide 
in particular used the resource of his wide experience wisely, whether he was 
sidelined to some extent. My colleague and friend the composer Jim Cotter did 
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a series of interviews with Tristram shortly before the composer’s death. It is to 
be hoped that these interviews will in due course become available for further 
insight into this man’s work.

Edwin Carr (1926–2003)

Edwin Carr is more properly a New Zealand composer, although he did spend 
some time working in Australia. We came across two works of his in our research: 
Five Wolfskehl Songs, For baritone and piano; and Two Dances for Viola and Piano. 
The works are probably from the time he was in Australia (1960s–1970s). Both 
are in a rather dry Germanic style one associates with 12-tone music, although 
I did not analyse the music enough to confirm/deny this statement. The viola 
pieces require considerable agility, whilst the baritone songs are serious and 
expressive. The settings are in German.

Keith Humble (1927–95)

In contrast with Richard Meale, who seemed to have a problem finding a style 
that served him and allowed him to evolve, Keith Humble stood at the other end 
of the spectrum: he found his style very early in his life and spent his entire 
compositional career refining and expanding an essentially 12-tone language. 
Keith was especially fascinated with tone rows or segments of rows, which had a 
limited number of permutations, following his own complex rules. The Humble 
archive is now safely lodged within the National Library of Australia, so we can 
study the evolution of composers such as Keith Humble in some comfort. Allan 
Walker, pianist, composer and expert theoretician, currently working with me 
here at The Australian National University as a PhD candidate, has broken the 
‘code’ of Humble’s technique(s) and will publish the results in his forthcoming 
dissertation. It is quite clear that Keith—patiently writing column after column 
of permutations of given cells—was greatly influenced by composers such as 
Webern and Wolpe, trying to limit his raw material into clearly comprehensible 
aural geometry, rather than work with a system that evaded clarity of hearing. 
The result of Walker’s work will clearly demonstrate the increasing focus of the 
Humble technique over the years, initially stemming from a Schoenbergian model 
and gradually moving into an almost ascetic world of Zen-like contemplation.

Keith’s music has a crystalline transparency, and although the inner workings 
cannot be aurally deciphered, the music is clearly the product of a very sharp 
and curious mind, and in the midst of what might sound free-flowing and 
improvisatory, there is strict logic. Keith himself played in a curiously remote 
manner, with little pedal and a kind of objectivity that one hears mostly from 
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composers playing their own material. Although most commentators align 
Humble (correctly) with the Second Viennese School—and this was certainly 
the focus of much of his performing and compositional life, with Webern 
occupying a special place in Keith’s aesthetic—there were other influences. 
Over the years, Keith would nag me about my first book, which was on 
Busoni, and at first I thought that his interest in Busoni had to do with the 
Liszt connection (another composer Keith admired), but gradually it became 
clear that the interest was not so much pianistic as compositional. It was 
compositional because Keith hoped that I would throw some light on Busoni’s 
thought processes in his more visionary works. I hope he was not disappointed 
when the book finally emerged. Lurking behind his curiosity, however, was an 
interest in Busoni’s (and Webern’s) pupil Stefan Wolpe. He was keen to uncover 
the origins of Wolpe’s way of manipulating sounds. I remembered all this upon 
opening the very first Humble score that we collected, his Five Pieces in Two 
Partsfor Violincello and Piano (1982). Even the title sounds like a Wolpe piece, 
and much of the transformational technique—applying itself to more than just 
pitch, and involving tempo discontinuity as well as concentration on particular 
intervals—is to be found in Wolpe’s mature music. Interested readers will have 
to wait for Allan Walker’s writing on Humble to become available; I would not 
dream of attempting to say anything analytical here, as Allan has a much deeper 
understanding of Keith’s technique than I could ever aspire to.

I do need, however, to give some representative examples of the Humble 
score. In the cello/piano work named above, the second piece begins with a 
characteristically pointillist gesture.

Example 4.8 K. Humble, Five Pieces in Two Parts for Violincello and 
Piano, no. 2, bars 1–5

Both Keith and his fellow student in Melbourne Don Banks had a jazz beginning, 
and it is fascinating, so many years later, to see the opening of the Sonata for 
Flute and Piano (1991) with the tempo direction ‘Fast–Swinging’. It really is 
as though there is a jazz drummer present in a phantom way, and there is an 
invisible drum kit moving the piece along. He uses ‘swinging’ again in the 
Trombone Sonata written a year later.
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Example 4.9 K. Humble, Trombone Sonata, bars 1–4

The Trombone Sonata is still in manuscript, although it seems complete, and 
has been used to play from; there are some crossed-out bars, but it is all there, 
though not a fine copy. The work was written for the Australian trombone 
virtuoso Simone de Haan, and Allan Walker tells me that Simone’s name is 
musically encoded in the main motif of the sonata.

The Sonata for Flute and Piano, like so much Humble, is in short movements. It 
should be noted that even when the movements are longer, as in the trombone/
piano work, there are often internal subdivisions. Another characteristic of 
Keith’s style, however, is the constant counterpoint at play.

Example 4.10 K. Humble, Sonata for Flute and Piano, first mvt, bars 46–9

Layering is quite common, sometimes quite dense, and often sparse.

Example 4.11 K. Humble, Sonata for Flute and Piano, mvt 2, bars 51–4
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In the past few years, Humble’s music has begun to appear in print—a good 
sign that its quality is finally being recognised. There is, however, still much 
important material in manuscript, including a very early Sonata in C Minor 
for Violin & Piano, composed in Paris in 1951. It is in three movements: the 
first in a rhapsodic sonata form, the second a set of variations, and the third 
a quite short rondo-like movement. I had expected a virtuoso piece from 
the young pianist-composer, but despite its late-romantic language and key 
signatures, the geometry of mature Humble is already there, and the piano part 
is in fact surprisingly restrained and linear rather than chordal throughout. 
The subdivision into shorter sections is also already present. Truly, the child is 
the father of the man! Some 10 years on (1967), there are the Webernesque Five 
Short Pieces for Violin & Piano. These are still in manuscript but hopefully will 
be typeset sometime soon. They are tiny pieces of one page each, or less.

Finally, in the instrumental field, we looked at Trio No. 2 (for violin, clarinet 
and piano; 1980, revised 1989) and Trio No. 3 (for flute, percussion and piano, 
1985). The second of these works is freer than the first, there are more bar-
less, gesticulatory and colouristic devices, and the piano is generally now a 
part of the percussion ensemble, joining the vibraphone and marimba in a 
highly textured work. In the earlier of the two trios, there is a moment when 
the composer is almost shouting ‘look at this, look! This is where all my music 
comes from!’ The clarity of the scoring as well as the play with the intervals in 
the following example highlights Humble’s raw materials.

Example 4.12 K. Humble, Trio No. 2, mvt 1, bars 147–53

There are some settings for voice and piano as well. In A Book of Songs of Love 
& Death, Humble chose to fragment and separate the vocal and piano parts 
by putting them, literally, into boxes, thus cleverly avoiding metrical sense 
altogether.
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Example 4.13 K. Humble, A Book of Songs of Love & Death, opening

The Songs of Depression—settings from the Chinese in Arthur Waley’s well-
known translation—are, like the first cycle, aphoristic in nature. There are 
eight songs in this Zen-like cycle, and, unlike the earlier-mentioned cycle, these 
are more conventionally notated; they are also earlier (1955), made while the 
composer was still in France. From 1970, when the composer was in La Jolla, 
California, there are three equally short settings: Trois Poemes d’Amour. 

Keith was fluent in French, and in these three songs he went back to writing for 
voice/piano in a very free graphic notation, once again avoiding an inference of 
beat. The piano writing demands considerable agility.

Humble is in the front rank of Australian music of the twentieth century, and 
each passing year is consolidating his stature.

Peter Tahourdin (1928–2009)

Peter Tahourdin is yet another member of the second generation who passed 
away recently. I was saddened by his sudden death, as those of us who knew it 
had always held his music in high esteem. His name implies a French connection, 
and it seems to me that his music also was marked by a Gallic refinement. The 
main focus of his work appears to be in large forms, and here, in the chamber 
music realm, as in the work for solo piano, we find that the output was not huge.

There are two works for violin and piano: Dialogue (1971) and Sonata for Violin 
and Piano (2008), which would make the second one of his last compositions. 
Dialogue, in one movement, is a tightly knit piece, with well-defined motifs 
that are easily grasped and remembered. Although the work moves through 
a variety of tempi, the thematic unity holds it all together, and there is a 
clear sense of reprise towards the end. Much of the composition sounds like a 
slightly demented Prokofiev, with its tendency to spiky figurations and sharp 
interjections.
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Example 4.14 P. Tahourdin, Dialogue, bars 14–19 

There is a most effective passage in the middle of the piece, when the violin 
becomes the bass part, and the piano has a soft undercurrent as well as 
counterpoint—all higher than the violin.

Many years later, the sonata takes up a similar way of treating the two 
instruments. The sonata is somewhere between a sonata and a sonatina, as the 
three movements take only 14 minutes to play. More importantly, the texture 
and mood are light in approach, playing with an elusive tonality, and sometimes 
coming close to openly stating it, like the very lyrical opening of the second 
movement, almost in D major. This same middle movement, however, builds 
and gains in intensity; it is the most substantial part of the sonata, and the short 
scalar passage in the beginning becomes a long and dramatic sweep of scales in 
both instruments by the end. The third movement, though, is back to a short 
and angular language close to Dialogue from 30-odd years earlier, although there 
is a short, slow interlude in the middle.

There are a number of vocal works. Ern Malley Sequence, for tenor and piano 
(2007), uses texts from that wonderful, audacious literary hoax that rocked 
Australian poetry in mid-century. A funny but relevant thought came into my 
head when I opened the score: how does one gain permission to set such a 
text, supposedly by a fictitious author, later revealed to be the work of a group 
of writers? Who owns the copyright? Did Tahourdin bother with obtaining 
permission? It is a tantalising question, but on to the music. The cycle is 
substantial, in that 11 poems, or verses from poems, have been chosen. Since the 
work is a curiosity, the reader might be interested to know which Ern Malley 
poems were selected

1. ‘Sweet William’

2. ‘Durer: Innsbruck, 1495’

3. ‘Sonnets for the Novachord (i)’

4. ‘Sonnets for the Novachord (ii)’

5. ‘Boult to Marina’

6. ‘Night Piece’
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7. ‘Sybilline’ (verse 2)

8. ‘Perspective Lovesong’

9. ‘Young Prince of Tyre’ (verse 3)

10. ‘Colloquy with John Keats’ (verse 1)

11. ‘Envoi’ (from Palinode and Petit Testament).

There is no sense of send-up in Tahourdin’s setting of these words; quite the 
contrary, he treats it very seriously, and, in a sense, this opens the original 
debate of whether the whole Ern Malley material has literary merit. The piano 
plays an integral role in the unfolding of the vocal line, and there are strong 
thematic links between the songs.

There are two more song cycles. Songs of Love and Fortune (1992) contains five 
settings from Carmina Burana (absolutely no common ground with Orff!) for 
baritone and piano. Chanson Intimes (1996) has seven settings from Brunin, this 
time for tenor and piano, and is in French; the Carmina settings are in English, 
although the titles are given in the original Latin. The two collections have much 
in common in their treatment of text and piano. Tahourdin generally breaks up 
the text into short fragments, so there is little instance of a long, unfolding 
melodic line—rather a constant interplay with the piano, sharing motifs, with 
space between phrases and sentences. The piano part of the Brunin settings is 
more elaborate, but tends to be single lines unfolding in the hands, whereas the 
Carmina settings occasionally move into chordal accompaniment. There is even 
a passage with octaves in the piano—a rare occurrence in Tahourdin’s music.

Example 4.15 P. Tahourdin, Songs of Love and Fortune, bars 15–19 

Harold Allen (1930–83)

It is a great pleasure to write a few words here about Harold Allen, a name 
probably forgotten even among scholars of Australian music. There is a 
composition prize at the School of Music of the ANU in his name, arranged some 
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years ago, by his son. We found a work written in 1974, and lodged two years 
later in the National Library of Australia. It is his Sonata for Clarinet in B-flat 
and Piano, in two movements. The composer gives the duration of the work as 
12 minutes. The work is in three movements—a ‘Poco Allegro’, a ‘Lento’, with 
a ‘Vivace’ to conclude—thus following a standard format. Like his handful of 
known piano pieces, the clarinet sonata is in a kind of Webernian language. It 
is not strictly 12 tone, although there are 12-tone conglomerates to be found 
everywhere; but the economy of Webern and the sparse intervallic gestures of 
the Austrian master are also ever present. A melodic cell favoured by the clarinet 
of D, E-flat, F and B makes up a kind of theme, and there is a palindromic gesture 
right at the start of the sonata paying fairly explicit homage to Webern.

Example 4.16 H. Allen, Sonata for Clarinet in B-flat and Piano, mvt 1, bars 
4–7

The second movement tends to feature dry, repeated and widespread tessitura.

Example 4.17 H. Allen, Sonata for Clarinet in B-flat and Piano, mvt 2, 
letter G, bars 75–80

The last movement begins with a binary-form segment, much like Webern’s 
piano variations in the second movement; the opening featuring the clarinet 
‘theme’ with the piano part is still very sparse indeed. What follows after this 
is again akin to the Webern variations, third movement, with short, segmented 
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episodes in a more rhapsodic vein, before the opening vivace returns, and 
the sonata ends in a flamboyant gesture. The clarinet part in the score is very 
sensibly written at sounding pitch.

The work needs publishing. It is a great pleasure to make a genuine discovery 
of a worthwhile piece in the course of research, and I commend the work to 
clarinetists searching for repertoire.

Lawrence Whiffin (1930–)

Lawrence Whiffin (Laurie to his friends) is a composer who unfailingly provides 
the delightful and unexpected on perusal of his scores. His cycle of 10 short 
songs Mots d’heures: gousses, rames, for soprano and piano, is no exception. 
The original collection of these short poems (known as The d’Antin Manuscript) 
apparently goes back to Gothic times, but the exact date is problematic. The 
text is quirky, and even the titles suggest what the composer describes as 
‘cryptogrammatically ambiguous prose of a Nostredamus’

1. ‘Un petit d’un petit’

2. ‘Eau la quille ne cole’

3. ‘Eh! Dites-le, dites-le’

4. ‘Oh, les mots d’heureux bardes’

5. ‘Des rois é lus dolmen’

6. ‘Et qui rit des curés d’Oc?’

7. ‘Jacques s’appré te’

8. ‘Pisterre, pisterre’

9. ‘Terre, vasé, Korus’

10. ‘Lit-elle messe, moffette’.

The settings are appropriately humorous and light, veering somewhere between 
Satie and Milhaud brought up to date. The composer is obviously enjoying 
himself setting these strange texts, and he has set the first 10 of the total of 
40 extant. The settings constantly hint at or are explicitly tonal, but there is 
always a twist or a barb somewhere—from the folksy opening to the lurching 
drunkenness of the second, to the third and fourth mixed together, with some 
rhythmic recitation. The sixth song leaps all over the piano.
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Example 4.18 L. Whiffin, ‘Et qui rit des curés d’Oc?’, from Mots d’heures, 
bars 1–3

The piano writing can be busy.

Example 4.19 L. Whiffin, ‘Et qui rit des curés d’Oc?’, from Mots d’heures, 
bars 13–14

The vocal writing is elegant and light. After the tenth song is concluded, the 
score has: ‘TIENS, DE OH! PARDOINE!’ Is this meant to be spoken out loud, or 
is it merely an annotation by the composer?

The other work that we looked at could not be more different. The title page 
reads ‘Red Letter Days, cycles 6a, poetry of Max Richards’. The settings are for 
baritone, with flute, oboe, trombone, percussion and electric piano (synthesiser). 
The keyboard is only an ensemble member here. The text is often vocal sounds 
rather than actual words. The conductor and other players often have to declaim 
parts of the text. The baritone often spits out vowels and consonants, as well 
as singing, rhythmically reciting and doing Sprechstimme. In one extraordinary 
passage, the trombonist joins the singer, using the instrument like a megaphone, 
while the synthesiser sounds glissandi on a ondes martenot setting.
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Example 4.20 L. Whiffin, Red Letter Days, bars 59–62

This is not only deadly serious, but grim stuff, depicting a harsh urban landscape 
and everyday realities of life. Red Letter Days is not the sort of music that is 
going to be done often, nor is it to be taken lightly or easily, but it certainly 
makes a strong statement and should be heard and recorded.

David Lumsdaine (1931–)

A few years ago, David Lumsdaine announced that he was not going to compose 
any more. He has stuck to his guns in this matter, so we might regard what he 
has produced to date as definitive and complete.

As David approached the point at which he decided to stop composing, the 
music—at least judging by what is in front of me in the chamber domain—
became more and more mellow. For example, in A Little Cantata; Tracey 
Chadwell, in Memoriam (1996) Lumsdaine, setting his own words, invokes many 
images from nature, and even names some birds and insects. This parallels his 
growing and eventually consuming interest in constructing sonic landscapes 
out of raw material recorded in nature. This short work, for treble recorder, 
soprano and piano, contains many such insect/bird calls, in response to David’s 
own words.

If we go back roughly 10 years, to 1985, we arrive at Bagatelles, for flute/
piccolo, clarinet, piano, violin, viola and cello. We find, in the composer’s own 
introduction:

The somewhat surreal landscape of Bagatelles is an exotic litter of fragments of 
familiar-sounding musical objects in an overgrown garden. Vines, ramblers and 
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tree roots resumed concrete and marble…a mosaic in which no matter what 
path we take, like Alice in the Garden of Live Flowers, we continually find 
ourselves approaching that same door by which we went out (in?)?

It seems as though the fascination goes back some little while. The Bagatelles 
vary the combinations constantly: ‘Whichever way you hear it, the musical 
texture is made up of different combinations of solos, duos, trios and quartets. 
Only for a moment in the middle, and again at the end, does the sextet come 
together in a tutti.’ The composer here makes a somewhat enigmatic statement: 
‘Oddly enough, those fragments still recognisable come from music whose 
subject matter is other music. Who heard them first? In what garden? Who is 
hearing them now?’ I do not fully understand what Lumsdaine is saying here, 
except for the reference to quasi bird calls, which appear here and there.

There are, however, two separate references in this introduction and in the 
music itself that lead directly to other preoccupations of the composer. The 
reference to the labyrinth in Alice’s garden brings to mind the composer’s 
interest in aleatory structures. We have three such works here. Kangaroo Hunt 
(1972), which was for a while quite well known in Australia, is scored for piano 
and percussion. The piece consists of nine separate building blocks, with quite 
complex suggestions as to how the blocks might be used to construct a piece. 
Considerable freedom is built into the score, and the performers are given a real 
compositional role as to the final shape.

Easter Fresco (1966, revised 1971), for soprano and ensemble, requires a 
conductor. The structure is fixed, but much of the score allows instruments to 
go their own way, at least for the duration of a passage, so that vertical control 
is at least partially relinquished.

Example 4.21 D. Lumsdaine, Easter Fresco, p. 2, system 1
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The text used is from the New Testament; even here, there is a garden reference, 
when Mary mistakes the resurrected Jesus for the gardener!

Caliban Impromptu (1972) adds tape and amplification to the normal piano trio. 
Into the texture is woven a large slab of the Schubert Op. 90 No. 1 Impromptu, 
unidentified by the composer. The score I have is a facsimile and not easy to 
read, but David refers to the piano’s ‘bird-song’ in the course of the proceedings. 
There are quite free sections of ad-lib playing, and it seems as though much of 
the material is ultimately derived from the Schubert quotation. Here again, the 
actual sequence of events is controlled, although there are many variables on 
the way. Is Schubert identified with Caliban? Since the Schubert quotation is 
only fragmentary at the beginning, and given in full only at the end, this is a 
kind of variations in reverse, where the raw material is stated at the conclusion.

Many of the techniques described above come together in a major work: Mandala 
3 (1974–78), for flute, clarinet, viola, cello and piano. The movements are

1. ‘Transcription of Chorus’ from St Matthew Passion, No. 78

2. ‘Sonata’

3. ‘Ruhe sanfte, sanfte ruh’, piano solo with reflections.

The structure is quite clear from the above. The first movement is a lovely 
transcription of the chorus from Bach, with the piano playing rich left-hand 
octaves, in a Busonian approach to the transcription. Part of the original Bach 
returns in the last movement, near the end, but without the piano. The second 
movement calls for the addition of a bell, and is played largely without the 
piano. The bell probably represents the aspect of meditation tied to a mandala 
image. The material is clearly derived from the Bach fragment; the piano enters 
twice with tiny quotations from the Bach original. Finally, in the last movement, 
the piano comes into its own, as this is essentially an extended and difficult 
solo, with some soft interpolations from the rest of the ensemble, mostly from 
the original Bach, or close to it. These dozen or so sections, sometimes with bell, 
merely offer soft comment to the piano solo. There is a solo piano piece with the 
same title as the third movement, issued separately by the composer. Mandala 3 
is clearly a very significant piece in the chamber music output of this country. 
It needs a virtuoso pianist to successfully project the powerful message of this 
composition.
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Hellgart Mahler (1931–)

I need to say a few words here about Hellgart Mahler. We found just two 
works of hers to peruse: Isochasm: Trio for violin, cello and piano and Skyscapes 
for Five Players. The second is really a piece for massed percussion, and the 
piano just happens to be one of the instruments. The piece itself is colourful 
and very carefully thought out, just outside the scope of this book. The trio, 
though, is another matter. Like so much of Mahler’s music, here the textures 
are consistently changing; she generally avoids time changes, and, like Xenakis, 
manages to write her quite complex music in ordinary time signatures. All of the 
instruments, however, need to be flexible rhythmically, as well as coping with 
various extended techniques. The music is restless and not easy to coordinate; 
the tempo changes are less of a problem. Mahler knows her instruments 
thoroughly, and the trio, like many of her other pieces, needs to be published and 
disseminated. Mahler presents a curious case in Australian music. She has made 
little attempt to gain the limelight and has lived quietly in Tasmania for many 
years. Some piano pieces made it into print, and have had some circulation, but 
she is the author of much music, including some large-scale music, and her work 
is unknown even to her colleagues, let alone the general public. She is another 
Australian composer who needs to be studied carefully and documented, before 
the material vanishes, as it has a habit of doing in our country. The piano part of 
the trio requires some playing directly on the strings, but everything is notated 
fully and with great attention to detail. But the verdict on Mahler’s music cannot 
be honestly made without some exposure and investigation. All I am saying 
here is that it seems to me that the effort to do this would be worth it.

Malcolm Williamson (1931–2003)

The second-generation composers from my earlier book are gradually passing 
away. Malcolm Williamson is yet another who died recently. As I wrote earlier, 
Malcolm was a complex character with a host of personal demons to contend 
with on just about every level. I expressed the hope that his story would soon 
be told and a book on his life and work has recently emerged; I have not had 
time to read it as yet, although I did contribute to it. Williamson’s contribution 
to chamber music with piano was, as one would expect, extensive. A highly 
literate and well-read man, he wrote songs as well as operas.

Celebration of Divine Love, for high voice and piano, is noteworthy because here 
Malcolm uses words by an Australian poet. He always defended his Australian 
identity and claimed, perfectly correctly, that one could be an Australian 
composer without resorting to the obvious such as didgeridoos and the like. 
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James McAuley, whose words are set in this work, would no doubt agree, as 
he was himself magisterially aloof from such nonsense. The work in question 
extends over some 26 pages and is therefore a concert aria, with a most important 
piano part. At first, the partners announce themselves separately: there is a 
virtuosic piano introduction, followed by quite a long unaccompanied passage, 
before the two finally get together. At that point, some of Malcolm’s favourite 
devices emerge. Cross-rhythms are a favourite technique.

Example 4.22 M. Williamson, Celebration of Divine Love, bars 31–4, 
‘Andante’, p. 3, bars 1–4

Williamson allows his music to drive this idea for a significant part of the aria. 
The same fragment shows him building harmony using fourths, which appeals 
to his pianistic, as well as compositional, aesthetic. Bitonality, arrived at by the 
use of simple juxtaposition of pianistic triadic chords, is another trademark.

Example 4.23 M. Williamson, Celebration of Divine Love, ‘Lento’, p. 13, 
bars 3–6

This is a powerful work, the result of two major creative figures, both with 
somewhat tortured and convoluted attitudes to religion and dogma.

Malcolm also felt at home with miniatures, and in From a Child’s Garden, after 
Robert Louis Stevenson, he sets 12 of these charming verses in a quasi-tonal 
way. By this I mean that, although the songs have key signatures, and the vocal 
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line is mostly tonal, there is a certain deliberate blurring of tonality, due mostly 
to the piano part shifting away from the established tonality, via bitonality, or 
groups of minor and major seconds. Amusingly, the ninth song, ‘From a Railway 
Carriage’, is in 7/8—so the carriage lurches somewhat!

‘Hasselbacher’s Scena’, from the opera Our Man in Havana, after the famous 
novel by Graham Greene, is Williamson’s reduction for piano and voice from the 
orchestral score. Although a highly dramatic and effective point in the opera, the 
moment is not done justice by the piano reduction, and the piano ‘rumbles’—
though necessary for the reduction—lend a somewhat melodramatic colouring 
to this scene.

The North Country Songs are very much part of the English tradition of 
serious art composers arranging folk songs. Williamson would certainly have 
been aware of this from his mentor Eugene Goossens, as well as the already 
established tradition at the Conservatorium of Music in Sydney of such settings 
by composers such as Burnard and others stemming from the English school. 
These four short settings make an effective recital group, although the piano 
part is not routine ‘accompaniment’ by any means.

The Piano Trio (in memory of Sir Arthur Bliss) is a work in three movements: 
slow, fast, slow. The last movement is explicitly marked ‘Lament’. Much of the 
trio has key signatures assigned; but given Williamson’s natural propensity 
for tonal instability leading to chromaticism, the key signatures often result in 
many accidental signs and naturals, which would otherwise be unnecessary. 
Still, obviously Malcolm felt that passages had key centres, or at least began in 
some key. The problem of notation in such situations has no easy solution. The 
outer movements are deeply felt, the first using the piano in a linear way, thus 
resulting in four moving voices, whilst in the last movement, the keyboard is 
more a chordal function. The middle movement is a jaunty interplay between 
3/4 and 6/8, with perhaps some reference within it to some of Bliss’s own music. 
I liked the trio very much.

We also found a short piece for clarinet and piano called Pas de Deux. Perhaps 
there is a balletic connotation? This short piece in a clear A-flat major consists 
simply of a melodic line in the clarinet and arpeggios in the piano. The piano 
takes the tune once, with counterpoint in the clarinet.
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We would not have bothered with this piece in its duo guise, but for the fact 
that it reappears in a much bigger and ambitious piece for winds and piano: Pas 
de Quatre, for wind quartet and piano.

The structure of the work merits notice

1. ‘Allegro Vivace’, scored for the full ensemble

2. an ‘Andante’ link goes to ‘Variation A’, for flute and piano

3. ‘Pas de Trois’, for bassoon and piano

4. ‘Variation B’, for flute, oboe and bassoon

5. short link to ‘Pas de Deux’, for clarinet and piano; this is the movement also 
published separately

6. ‘Adagio’ link to ‘Coda’.

There is obvious symmetry that emerges from this scheme, as well as variety 
of scoring. Williamson ensures thematic continuity between movements; the 
principal theme is a driving, energetic figure in fourths, a little reminiscent 
of Hindemith. Some movements have key signatures. The ‘Coda’ is the fastest 
movement and has a brilliant, loud ending, with a final reference to the theme. 
I make reference to the key signature issue again, because it seems to me to be a 
part of Malcolm’s versatility as well as musical ambiguity; in the long run, it is 
quite possible that it contributed to his personal angst.

Quintet for Piano and Strings is a different animal altogether. Where the wind 
quintet was energetic with a balletic connotation, and generally high spirited, 
the quintet with strings is a huge, often sombre work, with a score of 68 pages. 
The level of detailed craftsmanship is high, and the whole has obviously been 
most carefully notated and considered. The first movement is an adagio, full of 
eerie harmonics; this serves as a kind of introduction to the second movement, 
which is really a substantial allegro—the heart of the whole quintet. This is 
largely a perpetual motion of unceasing semiquavers, and a turbulent, heaving 
feel often made up of fast, undulating scales. The contrasting worked idea is a 
more angular and violent one, with the piano predominant and strings either 
holding pedal tones or abruptly commenting on the piano gestures.
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Example 4.24 M. Williamson, Quintet for Piano and Strings, mvt 2, six 
bars after letter G (pp. 17–18)

Eventually and inevitably, the two thematic groups are combined in varying 
fashion, with the scalar idea triumphant at the end. The last movement returns 
to the mood of the first. This is Williamson at his best; the work was written in 
the late 1960s, when it seemed that everything was possible to this composer. 
Malcolm played the piano part himself and there used to be a fine recording on 
the Argo LP label. Whether this is now available is unknown.

There also is music for piano, wind and strings—notably, the Serenade for Flute, 
Violin, Viola, Cello and Piano, also written in the 1960s. It was commissioned by 
the Australian flautist Douglas Whittaker, who came back from England soon 
after to take up an appointment at the School of Music in Canberra; sadly, he 
died soon after arriving here. The pianist at the premiere was another personal 
connection: the Australian Geoffrey Parsons, pupil of Winifred Burston (also 
my teacher) at the Sydney Conservatorium. This is a much lighter work than 
the quintet. The titles of the movements suggest the kind of music that we can 
expect: I) ‘Puppet Theatre’; II) ‘The Doll Left in the Rain’; III) ‘Carousel’. As to 
be expected, the composition features the flute, and would have allowed full 
reign to Whittaker’s virtuosity.

Finally, the Variations for Violoncello and Piano, also from Malcolm’s ‘golden age’ 
of the 1960s. This is a genuine duet between the two instruments, consisting 
of an ‘Introduction’ (really a first variation on the not-so-far-heard theme), an 
‘Andante Theme’ followed by nine variations. The material is abrupt, angular, 
almost Webernesque.
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Example 4.25 M. Williamson, Variations for Violoncello and Piano, bars 
1–4

The variations are terse and to the point, with the last variations acting as a 
serene coda. Like so much of Malcolm’s music, this has disappeared off the 
radar. It is to be hoped that Williamson’s undoubted place in Australian music 
can somehow now be reinstated. We do not have so much quality music that we 
can afford to jettison this composer.

Richard Meale (1932–2009)

Richard Meale died just a few days before I sat down to write about him, so it 
might be appropriate to say a few general things about his habits as a composer, 
for I had known him since 1951, when we met at the NSW State Conservatorium 
of Music, where we were both students of the legendary Winifred Burston. 
Richard had already begun composing as a student and showed early promise. 
There were already pronounced traits in his approach to composing a piece. 
He seemed to need opportunities to talk about the still-embryonic piece at 
great length, theorising about it in every possible way, often before a bar was 
composed. He had a most lucid mind and clarity of expression; however, this 
method of bouncing ideas off whoever was available among his friends did not 
actually produce a quicker result; indeed it often slowed the project to a topic 
to be discussed. Quite often, too, the first bars never progressed anywhere, 
and he certainly had far more beginnings than endings. This characteristic 
persisted throughout his life and he became well known for his inability to 
meet a professional deadline, or even complete a work. I hasten to add that of 
course there are many complete pieces, often with a very fine finish. He realised 
himself that he had this attitude to composition and, in a phone call late in his 
life, he said to me that he now understood that he was an amateur at heart, using 
the word in its best sense; and in a way, he was right. On another occasion, he 
confessed to me that he was running dry and was devoid of ideas, which was 
something that I never thought to hear from him; but many composers such as 
Sibelius and Bax, for example—both admired by Meale—dried up. The rate of 
works, later in Meale’s life, certainly slowed to a trickle and eventually dried up. 
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Richard had too much pride as a composer to rework old pieces (it would have 
bored him to tears), or to revert to a used methodology; silence was preferable 
as an option. He continued reading philosophy to the end of his life and his 
enthusiasms were transferred to this new field of interest. Looking back over 
his output, it is clear that he was swayed by the currents and eddies of fashion, 
either his own personal passion or something that struck him from elsewhere 
in the musical world; there are very few works that demonstrate a developing 
trend; rather a succession of sudden stylistic changes followed by abrupt stops 
and new beginnings. The musical profession was especially puzzled when he 
suddenly reverted back to a neo-romantic language: was this a yearning for 
his lost youth, or yet another start? We do live in a free world, of course, here 
in Australia, and although there might be a kind of musical mafia and trend-
setters, I rather suspect that Meale looking backwards was another example 
of him tiring of a way of expression and attempting something that was new 
for him. The one constant factor in his output was an infallible sense of colour, 
which is there for all to see in his orchestral music, and to a lesser extent in his 
smaller works. Some songs and violin/piano pieces from his younger years now 
appear to be lost, as he was not good at looking after his own manuscripts. For 
example, I recall a piece for violin and piano entitled Mosaic, which was written 
for his then fellow student Stan Ritchie, who went on to become the leader 
of the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra. Stan and I premiered the work in what 
was then called ‘Diploma Class’ in front of Sir Eugene Goossens, who received 
the new work with some warmth. During some of Meale’s personal moves, the 
manuscript seems to have vanished, along with some vocal music and some 
other material, such as the Flute Concerto written for Peter Richardson. An 
equally early Rhapsody for Violin and Piano from 1950 (according to a recent 
typesetting of the work) has survived: a substantial one-movement essay with 
thematic material full of fourths and fifths, recalling Hindemith, who was an 
early preoccupation, even aping his Tierce de Picardie arrivals in cadential 
gestures. Meale is an interesting figure in Australian music, tinged with tragedy; 
those who knew him on a personal level have long recognised that he did not 
fulfil his own potential.

The piano was his instrument, and he composed at it. As a performer, he was 
severely limited by being double-jointed, which meant a huge physical effort to 
produce a sound; nevertheless, he was at home at the keyboard and understood 
it well.

I have before me his very early Divertimento for Violin, Cello and Piano. The 
manuscript has no date, but this is obviously an early work from the 1950s; I 
would hazard a guess at 1952 or 1953. Indeed, if my memory serves me correctly, 
it was composed for a birthday party held at Richard’s residence in Marrickville 
in Sydney. Quite a few fellow students were present, and the work was played 
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through on this occasion. The clean piano and string writing, with crisp rhythms 
that are nevertheless always alive and taking unexpected twists and turns, are 
very typical of the early Meale style, as is the strong arrival on tonal centres. 
The European avant-garde was yet to impinge on Richard’s consciousness, and 
there was little or no information easily available to music students. The work 
is in a fairly conventional layout of movements: ‘Tempo Giusto-Deciso’; ‘Adagio 
Tranquillo’; ‘Scherzo’, ‘Trio’ (tranquillo), ‘Scherzo’; then a short reference to 
the opening of the work (only six bars), entitled ‘Reprise’, moving into the last 
movement, which is a set of ‘Variations on a German Folk-Tune’. The tune is a 
modal melody, followed by six variations, featuring different instruments and 
added counterpoint, as well as a controlled accelerando to a flashy ending. The 
world that this composition inhabits is that of Martinu, Hindemith and maybe 
even Vaughan Williams—all early preoccupations of the composer. The slightly 
humorous play with form—that is, the short reference to the opening of the 
work in the ‘Reprise’, followed abruptly by the ‘Variations’ section, is similar 
to a gesture employed in his solo piano work Sonatina Patetica from the same 
period.

The first work that shifted gear into a new mode was the Sonata for Flute and 
Piano (1960). I met Richard in San Francisco at about the time he wrote this 
piece. I was there studying with Egon Petri, he was in transit to some university 
on a special visiting scholarship; we went to a pizza place, I remember, and he 
startled me by declaring that Elvis Presley was a great singer. It was a point 
of view that I had not expected from him, since there had been no obvious 
interest in the newly emerging rock scene at the time; as well, it seemed a huge 
leap from what I thought were our common interests. But it is quite evident in 
the flute sonata that obsessive repeated patterns and rhythms from rock music 
are present, especially towards the end of the piece. The other very pervasive 
presence is that of Messiaen. The repeated notes, asymmetric rhythms and trills 
could be straight from one of Messiaen’s bird-inspired works, such as the piano 
solo opening the fourth movement.

Example 4.26 R. Meale, Sonata for Flute and Piano, mvt 4, bars 4–8
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Strongly accented, compulsively repetitive bass chords are another feature. 
Meale had obviously studied the Messiaen writings on his own technique 
and the sonata is also full of controlled increasing and decreasing durations. 
Curiously, the repetitions (both literal and gradually embellished by playing 
with durations, or by the additions of new pitches into the gestures)—whether 
from rock and roll or from Messiaen—seem to work together within the sonata, 
despite the disparate origins. But what seems to concern Meale the most here is 
the tension between strict notation and freedom of flow. He tackles this problem 
in a few ways in the score—not always successfully, although the prefatory 
notes to the score try to stress that he wants flexibility of phrasing to be coupled 
with observance of durations. But if you ask the players to count semiquavers 
strictly, it is close to wishful thinking to also demand that ‘it must not sound 
rigid’. Sometimes, the bar lines in the two parts do not coincide—another 
attempt at what is described above, and probably with equally ambiguous 
results. But, in the hands of virtuoso performers, the sonata has undeniable raw 
power and impact.

Example 4.27 R. Meale, Sonata for Flute and Piano, mvt 4, bars 26–8

This wrestling with control versus freedom is explored in a different way in Las 
Alboradas, for flute, violin, horn and piano. Meale has moved on from Messiaen 
to Boulez. The fully written-out sections certainly look, feel and sound like the 
heavily systemised Boulez of that time (the mid-1960s). This flirting with the 
world of serialism—very much a fashion of its day, and now sounding a little 
tired—is accompanied by another type of writing, allowing the composer to 
extend his search for control and freedom simultaneously. The work has two 
large sections of totally free, unbarred fragments, with the players given various 
choices embedded into the score. Although only a quartet, Las Alboradas 
actually requires a conductor to have some overall supervision over all the free 
sections, and the introduction to the score has a full page of instructions as to 
what the conductor needs to do. It was at about this historical period that the 
American writer Edward Cone suggested somewhere that there should be formed 
a Society for the Performance of Twentieth-Century Music Program Notes; 
Cone’s argument was that quite often the notes were the most interesting part of 
the score! The compulsory long-winded prefaces to scores, as well as the trendy 
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notations of free-floating fragments and aleatory structures (which interested 
composers such as Boulez and many others), are all present here, as are the 
constant time changes, with the usual profusion of triplets and quintuplets. The 
work brought much attention to itself, and was possibly the first of its type by 
one of our major composers. Whether it has worn well is still an open question.

Example 4.28 R. Meale, Las Alboradas, bars 41–3

The French obsession probably reached its peak with Meale’s writing of Incredible 
Floridas—a powerful work inspired by Rimbaud. The ensemble is fairly large, 
and the role of the piano is consequently minimised—in general, we have 
avoided writing about such works, applying a roughly numerical consideration 
to keep the number of scores considered under some restriction. My memory 
of playing this piece—which certainly needs a conductor, and is a kind of 
chamber symphony—is that the keyboard part fulfils a sort of continuo role, 
filling in and adding to the chordal progressions, or acting as a member of the 
percussion section. The recitation of French text by the ensemble, required by 
the composer, is generally somewhat of an embarrassment, given the Australian 
accent and most players’ non-acquaintance with the French language.

Meale recognised the regressive qualities in his very late output, and the title 
Palimpsest (1998) must have been chosen very deliberately, signifying a kind 
of ‘overwriting’ on an old manuscript. Scored for flute, clarinet, violin, cello, 
vibraphone/marimba and piano, this chamber work, too, requires a conductor. 
Despite the beauty of the scoring and the general mastery over the sounds 
themselves, I must confess, however, that I found myself puzzling over the 
sheer necessity of writing a piece that would sit comfortably in the nineteenth 
century. The piano part, yet again, is somewhat like a romantic continuo and 
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is full of tonal arpeggio patterns, over which the melodic lines are ‘overlaid’. 
There is a flash of the old fire in a dance movement, but on the whole, the slow 
repetitions of arpeggios in the piano part bespeak a resigned world-weariness.

Donald Hollier (1934–)

Donald Hollier is a flamboyant figure in Australian music; I have written about 
him at some length in Australian Piano Music of the Twentieth Century. I might 
say here that, speaking generally, instrumental chamber music is not Donald’s 
natural world of expression; he is far more at home in the world of opera (he has 
written an impressive number of them), and large-scale choral works, often with 
multiple choirs and large instrumental forces accompanying them. Needless to 
say, in today’s timid world of music making, Hollier’s extravagant scores are 
unlikely to be programmed; apart from the great expense, the content of these 
large works can also be confronting or controversial. Hollier is a brilliant organist 
and pianist, and much of his background has, therefore, strong connections with 
the world of church music as well as the secular world of the concert platform. 
He has also proved himself to be an inspiring producer and director of operas, 
ancient and modern. But paradox is part of the Hollier make-up and, coupled 
with the musical extrovert, there is also a rather private person. Over the years, 
far from seeking the limelight, Donald Hollier has, seemingly deliberately, 
withdrawn into a personal world. This has happened gradually, starting with a 
departure from academic teaching (he was an outstanding lecturer at the School 
of Music at The Australian National University), then more and more from public 
concert appearances, whether as organist, pianist or conductor, and constantly 
loosening previous links with the personnel of the music world. He then began 
to spend large amounts of time in hideouts in Greece and Wales, all the time 
incessantly composing. A man with a lesser will would have by now dried up 
or given up. Very few of us have the moral strength to create in a vacuum; but 
Hollier has continued to produce. He said to me once that not having to worry 
about seeking performances or self-promotion had in fact given him the utmost 
freedom; he answers to one, and can allow his imagination totally free flight, 
since practical considerations are simply not part of the equation.

As one work is completed, it is put into a desk drawer somewhere, and the 
next work commenced. The scores themselves are quite often oversized, and 
storage and preservation are ongoing problems. It is my hope that one of our 
State or national libraries will seek him out and archive what must by now be 
a formidable amount of material. The oversized physicality of the music is not 
just the product of utilising massive forces; quite a few works for smaller forces, 
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even some of the solo piano works, are on large sheets. Donald often rules his 
own lines where he wants them, since various aleatory elements are often at 
play, so the scores have arrows and blocks involving choices and possibilities. 

Due to his preferences, and once one takes away the solo piano and organ music, 
as well as the many operas and choral blockbusters, there is less left than one 
would perhaps expect. Because Hollier has worked with singers all his life, most 
of his music that falls within the scope of the present book is in fact song settings 
for voice and piano. The piano part is always composed with the composer’s 
obvious presence at the keyboard.

Thus, the very early Sonata for Trombone and Piano (1953) commences with an 
authoritative declaration by the composer at the keyboard.

Example 4.29 D. Hollier, Sonata for Trombone and Piano, bars 1–2

The style of piano writing has stayed with Hollier ever since those early years. 
Hollier played the work with the dedicatee Ronald Smart (who became Director 
of the Conservatorium in Sydney) in what was called Diploma Class, with Eugene 
Goossens presiding. It must have been a nerve-racking experience for the young 
composer, but Goossens praised the work and congratulated the performers. I 
remember the afternoon vividly, because premieres of works by students were 
unusual—composition was not formally offered by the institution at that time. 
Donald was always something of an Anglophile, and much of the work has a 
cast reminiscent of Vaughan Williams in the parallel triads.

Example 4.30 D. Hollier, Sonata for Trombone and Piano, bars 3–4

The sonata is in the traditional four movements: a rather grandiose ‘Allegro’, 
a concise ‘Adagio’ and ‘Scherzo’, and a quasi–perpetual-motion finale, with a 
cadenza for the trombone. The work brims with confidence, and should finally 
be published.
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The many song settings from later years encapsulate in miniature the 
characteristic’s of Hollier’s music in general. Thus, if one opens the score of Five 
Songs to Poems of Christopher Brennan for Soprano Voice with Piano (the score is 
dated 13 June 1976), the first event is a silent pressing of a chord locked with 
the third pedal. The piano writing is florid and quite often rhythmically free 
from the vocal line, which in itself is rhapsodic and difficult.

Example 4.31 D. Hollier, Five Songs to Poems of Christopher Brennan, 
‘Song 1’, stave 3, p. 3

The piano has frequent and virtuosic outbursts in the whole cycle. Hollier’s 
use of the piano has links with European art song, but has pushed the role of 
the piano well beyond setting the mood. It is not just an equal, but is often the 
dominant partner in the music.

The five settings are

1. ‘Was it the Sun, that Broke My Dreams’ (1896)

2. ‘Scant Majesty of Stars’

3. ‘O White Wind’ (1906)

4. ‘O Mother’

5. ‘Sweet Silence after Bells’ (1913).

Brennan’s poetry is, of course, highly dramatic, vivid and eminently settable. 
There is a note on the score that alludes to a Christopher Brennan album 
consisting of 20 songs in all, for soprano, alto, tenor and bass, with piano.

One of the songs from the soprano album uses a quasi-blues style. The flirting 
with popular music occurs now and then in this composer’s output. For example, 
in Sonnets Book 4, A little blue music for male voice and ensemble (which comprises 
alto saxophone, piano—doubling harmonium or synthesiser—percussion and 
strings, either orchestra or string quartet), the composer asks for a ‘blue movie’ 
to be shown during the performance of the songs, specially created from the 
poems. Since some of the poems have a rather liberal use of various four-letter 
words as well as explicit descriptions of sex acts, what Hollier wishes for is 
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probably a porn movie using Allen Ginsberg’s text. Whether this has ever been 
performed is doubtful. In a fairly large ensemble, the piano is less important, 
but it is nevertheless ever-present as well as assertive in its part.

But to return to the Brennan settings, which form an important part of the 
Australian repertoire for voice and piano: the Six Songs to Poems of Christopher 
Brennan for Baritone or Mezzo-Soprano and Piano (1998) use the following texts

1. ‘The Banners of the King’

2. ‘Disaster Drives the Shatter’d Night’

3. ‘Dead Starts’

4. ‘But on the Zenith’

5. ‘Pale Absence of the Ruin’d Rose’

6. ‘Fairy Tales’.

The pianist is asked to sweep across the strings with a plastic plectrum, as well 
as to play various clusters. Donald could always do the ‘insides’ of the piano 
without moving from his seat, as he has very long arms and is very tall to boot. 
Some of us lesser mortals have to get off the piano stool and grope under the 
piano lid in a fairly undignified manner, but he always brought off these effects 
with simple aplomb. There are aspects of the score that are unclear: a few small 
cues marked ‘Vla’ or ‘Vln’, as well as the puzzling instruction to wedge (lock 
with third pedal?) 27 different keys between the second and third song. It is 
unclear how this can be done without drastically interrupting the performance; 
even with the participation of the page-turner, one would still run out of fingers!

Nigel Butterley (1935–)

When I opened the Nigel Butterley folder to view what we had found, the first 
thing that sprang to my attention was the song cycle Child in Nature—a set of 
seven songs. What we have now is a lovely typeset edition from Wirripang, 
issued in 2008. But way back in the dim 1950s, I had played this cycle from 
Nigel’s own hand; it was in San Francisco, where I was studying with Egon 
Petri, and had arranged a concert of Australian music at the conservatory. One 
of the items was this song cycle, and it was very well received; so the score 
brought back a flood of memories. We performed the cycle a number of times 
in the Bay Area—a beautiful part of the world. The song titles might give some 
idea of Butterley’s relationship with nature
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1. ‘The Child’

2. ‘The Bird’

3. ‘Brown Jack’

4. ‘Spider’s Web’

5. ‘The Cricket’

6. ‘The Wind and the Song’

7. ‘A Dark Glow about Me’.

The words, by Robin Gurr, are anything but sentimental. Nature, to the poet, 
and perhaps more importantly, to the composer, is not about feeling warm and 
fuzzy. Butterley’s relationship with nature, and with the world in general, is 
mystically inclined. His music is driven by this attitude, and he has said that 
the world would be a much bleaker and poorer place without man’s mystical 
sensibilities. Whether announced openly in the title or not, Nigel’s music is 
contemplative and lyrical. In this cycle, both the vocal and the piano writing 
are marked by refinement and transparency; everything is reined in, rather than 
proclaimed loudly.

Butterley’s choices of poetry for setting and inspiration are also indicative of his 
approach: Walt Whitman, William Blake, Kathleen Raine, the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
Thomas Traherne, to name the ones I am aware of.

Child in Nature is one of Butterley’s first steps in a long evolution, heading 
towards a complex chromatic language, somewhat akin to that of Michael 
Tippett. But in Nigel’s textures, everything is clear and clean. Take, as example, 
his setting of Frogs by Emily Dickinson.

Example 4.32 N. Butterley, Frogs, bars 1–3

At the end of the song, Dickinson’s words reveal something about Butterley’s 
own attitude to the outside world: ‘I’m nobody! Who are you? Are you Nobody 
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too? Then there’s the pair of us? Don’t tell! They’d advertise you know! How 
dreary to be somebody! How public like a Frog, to tell one’s name the livelong 
June, to an admiring Bog!’

The choice of words also reveals a sense of humour, the presence of which I can 
personally attest, but which is clearly perceivable in another set of seven pieces, 
this time for flute and piano, named Conversation Pieces. These are obviously 
lighthearted, and akin to teaching material. The titles again say it all

1. ‘Let’s Decide’

2. ‘I Can’t Get a Word in Edgeways’

3. ‘Secrets’

4. ‘Listening’

5. ‘A Foreign Language’

6. ‘Phoning a Friend’

7. ‘Making Plans’.

The music wittily follows the idea behind the title, and uses some modernist 
compositional techniques in the process.

In a more serious vein, also for flute and piano, is Evanston Song (1978), which 
explores the acoustic idea of the wind instrument playing into the open grand 
piano, with the pedal depressed, thus creating an echo-chamber effect. The 
piano part is mostly single-line counterpoint to the flute.

Example 4.33 N. Butterley, Evanston Song, bars 23–5

The two large-scale pieces for solo instrument and piano are Forest I for Viola and 
Piano (1990) and Forest II for Trumpet and Piano (1993). In the trumpet/piano 
piece, much of the solo part is concerned with the development and growth of a 
very simple cell, which can be seen to start the process right at the opening. As 
well, the harmonic world of the piano part is heard at the very opening so that 
much of the chordal writing (not usual with Butterley) is based on the octave 
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and third sound superimposed on the two hands. The piano also, later, moves 
into the more normal Butterley approach of contrapuntal lines, which become 
woven with the octave and a third sonority. As always with Nigel’s music, what 
is occurring is very clear: the counterpoint in any one part tends to be most 
active when the other part is quiescent. The language in this work is remarkably 
consistent.

Example 4.34 N. Butterley, Forest II, bars 1–3

Both of the Forest pieces fill much-needed gaps in the trumpet and viola 
repertoire. The viola piece is the larger of the two, written for Simon Oswell, the 
well-known Australian viola player. Both instruments are treated in a virtuosic 
manner, with plenty of exciting double-stopping for the viola.

Example 4.35 N. Butterley, Forest I, bars 57–61

The use of the piano as a single-line instrument—so characteristic of the 
Butterley approach—is used with great effect in some of the soft, more eerie 
moments of the piece, especially in one passage where the two instruments are 
rhythmically together, but not playing unisons.



4 . Post-1945 Modernism Arrives in Australia

93

Example 4.36 N. Butterley, Forest I, bars 71–2

Finally, we also unearthed the rehearsal copy of a concert aria, The Owl (words 
by James MacDonald); this is in Nigel’s hand, but I am uncertain whether it is 
meant for public performance as a soprano/piano setting. I am unfamiliar with 
the full score, but it is an obviously substantial piece, and my guess is that it 
requires instrumental colour to succeed in public performance. What we have 
here is purely utilitarian, although it fits the piano quite well.

Helen Gifford (1935–)

Unfortunately, we have only two works by Helen Gifford in our overview. This 
is a matter of personal regret to me, because I regard Helen as one of our genuine 
composers, with always something interesting to say, as well as with a sense of 
direction and evolution. Her scores are highly crafted and the two mentioned 
here are no exceptions. The first, Fantasy, for flute and piano, is an early work 
going back to 1958. Helen describes her music of this time as her ‘French 
period’. This is not a serious remark, but there is truth in it. The figurations and 
ornaments do have something of the world of the heavyweights Debussy and 
Ravel as well as the lighter weights Satie and Françaix embodied in them. There 
are strong thematic links throughout the work, and, to my ears, the piano part 
is begging to be scored for a small ensemble. The mood is captured right at the 
opening.

Example 4.37 H. Gifford, Fantasy, mvt 1, bars 1–3 
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The first movement still uses key signatures abandoned or deemed unnecessary 
in the second and third parts. The flautist enjoys a cadenza in the second 
movement, and then the third begins with a sweep of colour.

Example 4.38 H. Gifford, Fantasy, mvt 3, bars 1–3 

Time and Time Again was written one-quarter of a century on. It was composed 
for the Seymour Group, which for a time held an important place in performing 
new Australian music. The ensemble here is flute, clarinet, large suspended 
cymbal, maracas, vibraphone, piano and cello. This is how Gifford lists the 
ensemble on the score, and it is how the score is laid out. The piano is really 
merely a member of the percussion line-up in this work, and is treated as such. 
The composition consists largely of layered ostinatos and repeated patterns, 
achieving some lovely sonorities through the interplay of these mostly repeated 
patterns. As in the Fantasy, here Helen declares her hand right from the start.

Example 4.39 H. Gifford, Time and Time Again, bars 1–12

The title, of course, is hinting at the nature of the composition. Helen Gifford 
is primarily a composer for the theatre, and probably regards herself as such, 
hence the relatively few chamber works. Both of these do display theatrical flair, 
directness and immediacy.
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Derek Strahan (1935–)

It is always interesting to write something about Derek Strahan, for here is a 
composer who is, one might say, obsessed with the legend of Atlantis, and a 
huge part of his output is directed at exploring aspects or specific events of 
that legend. So, if one opens the score of Atlantis, A work for Flute/Alto Flute & 
Piano (1991–94), one is first faced with the famous quote from Plato, in which 
most of our legend is embedded. The composer then says: 

‘ATLANTIS’ is the first of a series of projected smaller scale works which are 
preparatory to the composing of a cycle of operas on the topic of Atlantis. 
Thematic material and leitmotifs are introduced and their structural potential 
explored. ‘ATLANTIS’ is a 3-part work further subdivided into 13 sections. The 
notes which follow give programmatic references for each section and indicate 
how these influence and determine the thematic and structural nature of the 
music.

So far, so good. What follows next is a detailed ‘explanation’ of each piece. 
For instance, the first is named ‘Dolphin’s Ridge’. The composer gives the 
geographical location for this site, then goes on to explain that the area is prone 
to volcanic activity, which mythology would have us believe was in the province 
of the god Poseidon, who wielded a trident and was reputed to have been the 
first ruler of Atlantis. If we look further, we find a page of leitmotifs of a few 
bars each, 11 in all. Each leitmotif has a title; thus we find ‘Poseidon’, ‘Trident’, 
‘Atlantis’, ‘Atlas’, ‘Pan’, and so on.

When we open the actual score, we immediately find the ‘Trident’ motif, rumbling 
away in the bass, presumably suggesting the beginning of an earthquake, or 
even the earthquake; the flute, meanwhile, announces the ‘Poseidon’ theme. 
The movement then goes on, using other themes—always labelled—and even 
describing specific events, such as ‘Eruption 1882’. In other words, the music 
is driven to some extent by an internal program; the composer obviously feels 
that this kind of information is important, otherwise, why divulge it? He even 
provides a short bibliography on Atlantis at the end of his introductory essay.

What interests me (as I, too, often use mythology as a springboard for new 
music) is the dilemma, which can be posed in a series of questions.

• Does the labelling of themes improve our understanding of the work?

• Could it be that it in fact colours our understanding (positively or negatively)?

• Is this what Strahan is after?

• Does the title of a theme make it mean exactly that to the listener?
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• Does the music make sense without the ‘calling cards’ being paraded in front 
us?

• Is the ‘program’ driving the music?

• Is there self-sufficiency in the music of the themes and in their contrapuntal 
combinations as well as in their own evolution?

These are all vital questions for both the listener and the composer. I am not 
being original in posing them, as the argument has been with us for a long 
time. My personal view is that the sound has to be coherent on its own. If one 
needs an ‘explanation’ of the music, without which it might falter, the composer 
has failed. Having said all that, I do not believe that Strahan has failed. He 
displays impressive technique and control over his raw material, whatever 
the raw material might mean to him. In an opera, the motivic ideas would be 
accompanied by visual information and action, giving the composer’s view of 
‘meaning’ some immediate, quasi-Wagnerian result. The abstract ‘pure’ music 
needs more exposure before some critical judgment can be expressed. The 
language can sometimes be surprisingly tonal, with long pedal notes, indeed 
invoking some association with Wagner. Here, for example, is a depiction of 
what Starahan calls ‘New Island’—presumably volcanoes pushing land up and 
out of the water.

Example 4.40 D. Strahan, Atlantis, bars 75–7

The music is painted with broad strokes and would certainly lend itself to 
dramatic or cinematic use. Later in the piece, this note from the composer 
precedes a flute cadenza: 

The following scene takes place between two lovers. The setting is the terrace 
balcony of a white Arcadian villa on the coast of Atlantis. It is a bright, moonlit 
night, the air is warm, and the sea is calm. The lovers, locked in each others’ 
arms, embrace as they gaze out at the expanse of the Atlantic Ocean.

It probably takes longer to read the description than to play the music. If the 
composer’s inner eye sees his Atlantis scenes with such clarity of detail then 
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perhaps it is indeed apt to be proceeding towards an opera. Large slabs of the 
score are extremely tonal, even with key signature, but most of it is in a free 
rhapsodic style. It ends with triumphant restatements of thematic materials, 
marked ‘The Golden Age’.

A related work is also for flute and piano, but now with the addition of a vocal 
part. Eden in Atlantis is, in effect, a massive concert aria (63 pages), composed 
in 1996. The score heading says ‘Music and Libretto by Derek Strahan’, so 
this could very well be an actual part of the projected operatic cycle. Now, 
it is easier to see how the words shape the music. Being part of the Atlantis 
project, the thematic materials are already familiar from the earlier work and, 
I would hazard a guess, are common material to all the related Atlantis pieces 
and possibly the forthcoming operas too. The piano and flute seem to suggest 
a larger orchestra yet to come, and much of the music is word painting in a 
polystylistic manner, sometimes even verging on Hollywood clichés. The vocal 
line is often delivered in parlando fashion, and the music contains many long 
pedal passages with figurations and melody floating above. There are echoes of 
Wagner, Liszt, Scriabin and the French impressionists. There is a flute cadenza 
similar to the earlier work. Playing through it at the piano, I feel it is begging 
to be orchestrated, and perhaps this version is a transitional stage of the aria. 
There is another large-scale vocal work, a song cycle entitled Rose of the Bay, 
A song cycle about Sydney (1986). I found it far less interesting, with the subject 
matter prosaic and thus less inspiring. I do not know the timing, but the score 
is 135 pages!

Escorts, Trio for Piano, Alto Saxophone & Flute is another programmatic work, 
clearly driven by a story-line. The movement names make it clear: ‘The Quarrel’; 
‘Rough Trade’; ‘The Tourist’; ‘The Chauvanist’; ‘The Reconciliation’. Much of 
this piece is controlled by varying the subdivisions of long beats in different 
ways, playing off these fractions one against the other.

There are two works involving clarinet: Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted, a short, 
frenetic piece written in telegraphic style, and Voodoo Fire, Trio for Clarinet, 
Percussion and Keyboard(s) (1995). Having recently composed a piece myself 
relating to voodoo ceremony, I was naturally curious to look at this work in 
three movements. The trio is, however, really outside the province of this book, 
as it asks for electric piano and the composer states in the score that he imagines 
the keyboard part as a ‘tuned percussion instrument’, and the various presets 
include brass sounds. The work is dedicated to the Australian virtuoso Alan 
Vivian.
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Jennifer Fowler (1939–)

Jennifer Fowler, like David Lumsdaine, has spent most of her working life in 
England, and, although known as an Australian, she has not been an active 
participant in Australian musical life. Her attitude to the piano is well known 
(see my Australian Piano Music) and is quite naturally manifest in her chamber 
music. Quite by chance, her small collection of scores for my perusal also 
contained a song cycle, And Ever Shall Be (1989), for mezzo-soprano and eight 
instruments (flute, oboe, clarinet, trombone, percussion, violin, viola and cello). 
I looked at it, although there was no piano, simply to reacquaint myself with her 
linear, controlled, contrapuntal style of writing; there was a valuable lesson to 
be learnt from looking at this score (see below).

We found three works with piano. Invocation to the Veiled Mysteries (1982) 
(written for the Seymour Group) is for flute, clarinet, bassoon/contra-bassoon, 
violin, cello and piano. The keyboard part is severely restricted, limited to some 
As and Es in different octaves of the instrument. In effect, Fowler treats the 
piano as a big xylophone/marimba; she is adamant that there be ‘absolutely no 
pedal’, making certain that the resemblance to a percussion instrument is even 
more strictly upheld. Given this restriction, and the fact that the piano is not 
used very much at all, the interest lies in the other parts, though the piano acts 
like a rhythm section.

Example 4.41 J. Fowler, Invocation to the Veiled Mysteries, Letter F, p. 12

The mosaic of the other instruments is often complex and fascinating; using 
simple means such as repeated notes and scales, Fowler manages to evoke a 
variety of moods from her ensemble.
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Line Spun with Stars (2006) is for flute, cello and piano. Once again, the composer 
deliberately restricts her options: 

In view of the vast choice of notes which one could use in a particular piece, I 
like to set myself some limits: in this piece I have limited myself to drawing a 
line, i.e. the piece is almost entirely monophonic (one note at a time).

Some episodes of the piece have a characteristic pattern: a cluster of notes which 
revolve around a central note; a kind of ‘star’ pattern, in which the central note 
exerts a gravitational pull on the surrounding notes. Leading from one ‘star’ 
pattern to another are episodes which have a strong sense of direction, or line 
(hence another sense of the word ‘line’ in the title). The line pulls the stream of 
notes downwards or upwards, until encountering another star pattern.

The main preoccupation of the piece is concerned with movement. An impetus 
is generated which propels the piece either towards faster movement, until it 
reaches a burst of rapid notes; or towards slower movement, when it reaches 
a passage of long notes. The rate of movement is constantly changing within 
each cycle. As well as that, the cycles themselves vary in length and are also 
expanding and contracting.

Because this preoccupation with rhythmic expansion and contraction is so 
important in the piece, it will help to explain the decision I mentioned earlier. 
The piece is limited to a monophonic line [Fowler means a single line in each 
instrument, not overall], so that by a single stream of notes the patterns of tempo 
and direction can be etched more distinctly.

I have let the composer speak for herself here. Each of the instruments has quite 
a long cadenza unaccompanied, reinforcing her idea of line. Although there 
are a few fleeting moments where more than one note is sounded in the piano 
part, the great part of it is truly monophonic. The three instruments almost 
never play together, so the maximum texture at any given moment is two parts. 
The piano part this time does contain some pedal indications, but this, too, is 
infrequent.

Letter from Hawarth (1984, revised 2005) is for soprano, clarinet, cello and 
piano. This, particularly, was a score in which looking at a work without piano 
earlier on was instructive. If one covered the piano stave on the left of the page, 
the piano part looked like two linear instruments. Hardly a chord in sight!
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Example 4.42 J. Fowler, Letter from Hawarth, bars 121–3

Moreover, the style of the moving parts in the piano was consistent with 
Jennifer’s usual flow of line. I do not mean this comment in a critical sense; 
after all, Bach wrote some rather nice music in two moving parts! Letter from 
Hawarth is a setting of a letter that Charlotte Brontë wrote to Monsieur Heger, 
containing what Fowler labels a ‘contained intensity’, which she sought to 
emulate in her score.




