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7. Sitsky’s Chamber Music

Edward Neeman 

Larry Sitsky’s sound world is characterised (in his own words) by the ‘intense 
expressionistic style, the improvisatory aspects, the ejaculatory phrases, the 
abrupt changes of dynamics with its associate expressiveness’.1 As a pioneer of 
modernist music in Australia in the 1960s and 1970s, Sitsky is often—and quite 
rightly—grouped with his fellow travellers from the same period, composers 
such as Richard Meale and Don Banks who had grasped the importance of the 
earth-shaking changes taking place in American and European musical circles 
and fought against the odds to foment a similar re-evaluation of the power and 
relevance of music in Australia. 

In Sitsky’s wide and multifaceted output, there are two overarching themes: 
mysticism and melody. Sitsky is captivated by the mystical quality of music, and 
its power to touch the innermost reaches of our soul. The expression of spiritual 
yearnings lurks just beneath the audible surface, giving his music a constant 
sense of purpose. As a scholar of Busoni, he credits the Italian composer’s music 
and writings as important influences on his mystical outlook. Sitsky describes 
the late works of his mentor in his book Busoni and the Piano:

These works seem to move on a plane divorced from reality, from 
everyday experience. Busoni’s music can be legitimately described as 
a record of a mystic journey, and as the journey comes to fruition, the 
message to be deciphered in the record demands an understanding of the 
mystic vision from the listener. This withdrawal from reality is without 
doubt the largest single obstacle to the popularisation of Busoni’s music.2

He views the role of composers as ‘magicians, we play with sounds, we create a 
world’.3 The majority of Sitsky’s works from 1965 onwards have titles borrowed 
from mystical texts, which is Sitsky’s way of acknowledging his sources of 
inspiration. As he says: ‘I decided fairly early that I was going to be honest 
about the sources of my inspiration. And the fact is that most of my pieces 
happen because I’m reading a particular text or poem, and that generates a 
piece of music.’4

1 Sitsky, Larry 1971, ‘Sitsky on Sitsky’, Music Now, (April), p. 7.
2 Sitsky, Larry 1986, Busoni and the Piano, Greenwood Press, New York, p. 6.
3 Cotter, Jim 2004, Sitsky: Conversations with the composer, National Library of Australia, Canberra, p. 74.
4 Sitsky interview, 2 July 2009.
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While spiritual and philosophical elements are often the starting points for 
his works, Sitsky does not allow this to become a substitute for compositional 
technique. The source and effects of music might touch things outside the 
physical realm, but their message must be intelligible to the performers and the 
audience to have the desired effect. As Sitsky says, ‘the music has to exist on its 
on strengths and weaknesses, and its own logic. If it depends on storytelling, 
it’s a fizzer.’5

Sitsky has a natural gift for fluid vocal lines, and an effortless ability to express 
poetry in melody that is clear even from his earliest songs. Sitsky’s explorations 
with serial technique led him to develop a highly personal style where the 
row assumes the role of the melody so that the serial transformations and 
fragmentations are clearly audible in the cantilena.

Sitsky’s melodies are not beautifully proportioned, symmetrical, or nostalgic. 
Their function is not to seduce, but to express. They are craggy, often widely 
spaced, and rarely have a sense of metre or cadence. Where there is polyphony, 
it can often be resolved into a primary melody and a textured accompaniment, 
or into separate and unrelated layers of sound. A narrative unfolds through 
the rhetorical line, a narrative whose simplicity and inner beauty are revealed 
gradually, as the thematic repetitions elucidate the multiple faces of the primary 
source material.

Chamber Works

Sitsky began primarily as a vocal composer. His intuitive ability to express 
words in music meant that his earliest songs have an assurance not present in the 
purely instrumental works of the same period. Sitsky’s finest and most ambitious 
works from the 1960s and 1970s are his operas, written in collaboration with the 
Tasmanian poet Gwen Harwood. She knew how to shape the libretti to provoke 
Sitsky’s natural inclination towards sensuality, lurid shapes and bold gestures. 
When Sitsky adapted these operatic instincts into purely instrumental works, 
he would give the declamatory vocal lines to a solo instrument, while the rest of 
the ensemble would provide a fluid backdrop.

The Sonatina for Oboe and Piano (1962) is Sitsky’s first mature chamber work, 
and many of the hallmarks of the later works are already hinted at here. He has 
always felt that the piano works best as a supporting instrument in ensembles; 
here, the pianist offers inside-the-piano effects, using his fingernails, palms, a 
coin, and a metal pencil while the oboist takes the centre stage. Rhythmically, 
Sitsky likes to contrast rhetoric with rhythm; here, the amorphous opening 

5 Ibid.
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movements are a foil to the complex polyrhythms based on additive patterns 
in the third movement. Much of the first two movements are written without 
metre, coordinated by cues that allow the players more room for rubato. 

Example 7.1 L. Sitsky, Oboe Sonatina, mvt 1, p. 2, first stave

The polyrhythms appear in the third movement, with irregular metrical 
patterns: the piano divides the 14-beat cycle into 2+5+1+6, whereas the oboe 
part is divided 3+2+4+2+3.

Example 7.2 L. Sitsky, Oboe Sonatina, mvt 3, first stave

Note: In all the examples of Sitsky’s music, accidentals apply only to the note they immediately precede.

Sitsky makes use of a ‘patchwork’ recapitulation in almost all his instrumental 
music, where fleeting glimpses of previous material reappear in ghostly 
succession at the end of a work. This sonatina is one of his first works to do this; 
a few bars of each of the previous movements are heard in the fourth and final 
movements. Finally, that mystical spark—the audible desire to connect with 
a higher plane of consciousness—seems to be present here almost for the first 
time in Sitsky’s instrumental music. He hints as much with a musical quote from 
Busoni’s Sonatina Seconda in the fourth movement. 
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Example 7.3 L. Sitsky, Oboe Sonatina, mvt 4, first stave

Example 7.4 F. Busoni, Sonata Seconda (Breitkopf and Härtel, Leipzig, 
1912), p. 9 

Note: Accidentals apply only to the note they precede.

Just as Busoni intended this sonatina as a sketch for his opera Doktor Faust, 
which is the culmination of his fascination with the occult, the experimental 
oboe sonatina sowed the seeds for the young Sitsky’s later compositional and 
mystical development in his music.

As Sitsky is fundamentally a melodic composer, for whom the line is the 
overriding element, many works focus on the possibility of organising the 
melodies using very long rows. As he says:

[T]here was a period when the Second Viennese School was very 
interesting, whereas earlier I would have thought it a bit academic. I 
discovered that it didn’t have to be and that it was very powerful and it 
suited me in a couple of the operas to write in a kind of expressionistic 
way. There was the discovery of the kind of lyrical 12-tone music in 
the visage of people like Dallapiccola, for instance. It didn’t all have to 
sound angst-ridden, angular Germanic.6

6 Cotter, Sitsky, p. 94.
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Sitsky’s earliest ventures into 12-tone writing in his opera Fall of the House 
of Usher (1965) and the Twelve Mystical Preludes (1967) already show Sitsky’s 
preoccupation with melody and broader lines. By the time of his piano trio Atman 
(1975), he had abandoned all pretence of using the 12 tones of the chromatic 
scale as the basis of his rows, using freely constructed melodies instead and 
relying entirely on the expressive power of the gestures and intervals contained 
within these melodies over the course of the transformations. The cello part has 
a row that is 22 notes long, with two similar 11-note halves. 

Example 7.5 Tone row from Atman, with similar 11-note halves 

The second half is a transposition at the fifth of the first half, with the sixth and 
seventh notes reversed and the last note of the second half transposed down a 
fifth to match the last note of the first half.

The warm intimacy of the low cello opening notes is a fitting introduction to a 
row that is more ‘whole tone’ then chromatic—nine of the first 11 notes belong 
to the C whole-tone scale—and the repeated low Cs in the original row hint at a 
tonal centre, perhaps the ‘absolute abiding centre’ of the self that is the ‘Atman’ 
of Buddhist thought. Sitsky bases the cello part almost exclusively on this row, 
carefully sculpted so that the cello gradually rises from its lowest register to the 
highest by the end of the work. 

Example 7.6 L. Sitsky, Atman, p. 14
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The ending, with the solo cello rising above the lingering resonance of the piano, 
might represent the triumph of one’s personal Atman against the impurities of 
the outer world.

The idea of the row as a melody—incorporating the processes of transformation 
and fragmentation—remained central to Sitsky’s composition, even as his 
imagination took him further away from the traditional serial idiom. The year 
1984 was an astonishingly prolific one for Sitsky. He had become fascinated 
with Armenian chant through the music of the mystic George Ivanovich 
Gurdjieff, and pared down his style to focus squarely on melody. His gift for 
musical rhetoric shone as he explored the full emotional range of this oriental 
music, relying on the power of pitch contour to convey meaning beyond the 
possibilities of ordinary language.

The Trio No. 4, Romantica for Violin, Cello and Piano (1986) combines these 
Armenian-inspired melodies with row technique. The initial themes are richly 
ornamented, as they circle restlessly around a pitch centre of E. 

Example 7.7 L. Sitsky, Trio Romantica, bars 1–3

As they become fragmented and transposed with different ‘rows’ unfolding 
simultaneously in counterpoint, the sense of tonality is gradually obscured, as 
is the Armenian influence of the melodic material.
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Example 7.8 L. Sitsky, Trio Romantica, bars 200–2

The violin line is a development of the violin/cello lines beginning in bar 15, 
with octave transpositions; the cello line is a further development of the scale 
motif (see, for example, bars 40–50, 142–5); the right hand of the piano comes 
from the opening cello line, transposed down by a third; while the ostinato 
bass, now in arpeggios, has a root of G instead of E as in the opening. Sitsky 
references the romantic era with sweeping arpeggios, strident octaves, rippling 
accompaniment figures and such piano textures that blend into each other; he 
combines sections of anguish, of grandeur, of pathos, and of humour in a single, 
sweeping movement.

Sitsky never intended great things for the Tetragrammaton, for violin and piano 
(1987). When his friend the violinist Jan Sedivka asked for a work for violin 
and piano, Sitsky struggled with the idea before eventually giving up and 
putting his sketches aside. These sketches later became the epic 12-movement 
quartet for flute, viola, cello and piano, The Secret Gates of the House of Osiris. 
As Sitsky wrote: ‘The extended colour and development of the basic materials 
in the quartet seemed to answer my dissatisfaction with the original concept.’7 
Only after completing this larger work did Sitsky realise his original idea of a 
smaller, four-movement form for only two instruments, and he would continue 
to view the duo work as a compromise of the grander quartet. Nevertheless, the 
Tetragrammaton would prove to be a pivotal work for Sitsky, as he rediscovered 
the potential for a solo instrument with piano accompaniment—a combination 
that he had avoided for 25 years! He followed it with an outpouring of duo 
works including Sharagan II, for cello and piano (1988), Necronomicon, for 
clarinet and piano (1989), and one sonata each for violin, oboe, and double bass 
with piano accompaniment.

7 Sitsky, Larry 1997, Tetragrammaton: Four pieces for violin and piano, Seesaw Music, New York, program 
note.
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With these works, Sitsky’s harmonic language expanded to take advantage of 
the unique importance of the piano in a duo ensemble. In his earlier works, the 
texture seems more important than any specific harmonic moment, as layers 
of sound collide and drift apart. In the duo works, Sitsky allows the natural 
dialectic between a single-line instrument and the piano to dictate a dynamic 
relationship between the melody and the harmony. Certain motifs might be 
associated with certain harmonic colours, and the melody seems to respond to 
the suggestions of the accompanying chords. In Tetragrammaton, the opening 
melody is similar to the row from Atman: it is a long, winding melody with hints 
of the whole-tone scale. As the work unfolds, however, it becomes clear that 
the melody is not as autonomous as it was in the earlier trio, as the harmonies 
underneath drive the music development. In the opening, Sitsky lets the violin 
carry the melody alone, accompanied only by occasional shadows in the piano. 
As this theme is reprised in each of the four movements, the accompanying 
piano chords become gradually thicker. 

Example 7.9 L. Sitsky, Tetragrammaton, mvt 1, p. 1 (original manuscript 
version) 

Example 7.10 L. Sitsky, Tetragrammaton, mvt 2, p. 10 (original 
manuscript version) 



7 . Sitsky’s Chamber Music

145

Example 7.11 L. Sitsky, Tetragrammaton, mvt 3, p. 15 (original manuscript 
version) 

Example 7.12 L. Sitsky, Tetragrammaton, mvt 4, p. 25 (original 
manuscript version) 

Sitsky uses chords based on fourths and fifths—dramatic, commanding chords. 
He frequently juxtaposes two unrelated chords against each other in different 
registers of the piano, causing a bell-like jarring of overtones. The final reprise 
uses the lower registers of the piano, and the richness of the harmony becomes 
formidably opaque—a dark mass against the searingly bright light of the soaring 
violin line. 

Sitsky’s temperament always fought against the restrictions of strict serial 
technique. Sitsky characterises this internal battle as one between the ‘right 
brain’ (creativity) and the ‘left brain’ (order). As he says: 

If you ask me what my ideal music is, I would say it’s one that pleases 
both sides of the brain. But it’s a tall order. I want it to sound as though 
it was springing into life at that moment, but I also want it to sound 
logical. I suspect it’s impossible.8

The fourth violin concerto, The Dreaming (1998), was Sitsky’s first work to use no 
‘rules’, with a coherent musical form constructed entirely by instinct. Whether 
remarkable or inevitable, the sonic landscapes and musical narratives of his 
more freely composed works are not much different from the earlier, stricter 

8 Sitsky interview, 2 July 2009.
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pieces. Among his chamber works, Sitsky comes closest to free composition 
in the Sonata for Oboe and Piano, The Nine Songs (2005). While he still uses a 
row, he fragments it and allows himself to bend it with chromatic alterations, 
resulting in an almost limitless range of melodic possibilities. The ‘rightness’ 
of the music is immediately compelling as it evolves naturally out of the oboe’s 
first utterance.

Sitsky almost always composes with specific performers in mind. The Czech 
emigré violinist Jan Sedivka was the dedicatee for four violin concerti and 
Tetragrammaton, and Sitsky’s violin writing is ideally suited for Sedivka’s 
richly romantic playing. Sedivka’s recordings of Sitsky’s music are among the 
finest, due in part to their similar musical styles; both have a fascination with 
mysticism and the philosophies of Gurdjieff, and, as Sitsky says: ‘Jan and I both 
play like gypsies.’9

His acquaintance with the Russian virtuosos Alexander Ivashkin and Oleh 
Krysa inspired works in a leaner, more athletic style. The Enochian Sonata, for 
two cellos and piano, begins rather cheekily with a nod to Prokofiev’s cello 
sonata.

Example 7.13 L. Sitsky, Enochian Sonata, bars 1–6

 

Example 7.14 S. Prokofiev, Sonata for Cello and Piano, Op. 119, bars 1–5

9 Beaumont, Rosina 1987, ‘Words, music merge in mystery’, Mercury [Hobart], 31 October 1987, p. 23.
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The oboe sonata would be a daunting challenge to perform, not only because of 
the technical difficulties, but also because of the almost total lack of expression 
marks. It is hard to imagine how someone unacquainted with Sitsky’s musical 
language would be able to make sense of the score. Perhaps this is because Sitsky 
wrote the piece for David Nuttall—a close friend with whom he has collaborated 
for more than 20 years. As Sitsky explains, the paucity of markings ‘wasn’t 
conscious, but maybe I was thinking that we’d be playing it, so if necessary we’d 
add and subtract whatever’.10

Vocal Works

Sitsky was a budding poet in his youth and has retained a special affinity for the 
power of the spoken word. He is careful to preserve the natural inflections and 
rhythms of the language in his songs, judiciously colouring and highlighting 
single phrases. He prefers imagery to narrative, which has naturally led him 
to set poets who imply much more than they explain. As he says: ‘For me the 
structure of the poem immediately dictates the structure of the music…Most 
of my settings are shortish. I’m looking for something that has a self-contained 
form, so the music will provide a frame for the poem.’11

This desire for epigrammatic poems has frequently inspired Sitsky to set shorter 
Chinese poems. In the works where he does set the Western romantic poets, 
he frequently chooses only a fragment of a much longer poem for his setting. 
The refrain from the cantata Deep in My Hidden Country (1984) is an excerpt 
from Christopher Brennan’s poem The Wanderer—an extended meditation on 
physical and metaphysical journeys. The four lines that Sitsky uses encapsulate 
the restless nature of the wanderer without reference to specific events:

Go: tho’ ye find it bitter, yet must ye be bare
to the wind and the sea and the night and the wail of birds in the sky;
go: tho’ the going be hard and the goal blinded with rain
yet the staying is a death that is never soften’d with sleep.12

These enigmatic lines that refer only obliquely to the subject of the poem, yet 
somehow capture the essence and the beauty of the poetic language, are typical 
of Sitsky’s settings.

10 Sitsky interview, 1 September 2009.
11 Sitsky interview, 2 July 2009.
12 Brennan, Christopher 1966, Selected Poems of Christopher Brennan, A. R. Chisholm (ed.), Angus & 
Robertson, Sydney, p. 50. Sitsky changes tho’ to though, ye to you, and soften’d to softn’d.
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As Busoni writes in his Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music:

When the scene presents the illusion of a thunderstorm, this is 
exhaustively apprehended by the eye. Nevertheless, nearly all composers 
strive to depict the storm in tones which is not only a needless and feebler 
repetition, but likewise a failure to perform their true function. The 
person on the stage is either psychically influenced by the thunderstorm, 
or his mood, being absorbed in a train of thought of stronger influence, 
remains unaffected. The storm is visible and audible without aid from 
music; it is the invisible and inaudible, the spiritual processes of the 
personages portrayed, which music should render intelligible.13

This perspective—that the music should not express the meaning of the words 
directly, but should rather be complementary to it—resulted in a number of 
unorthodox settings of poetry in many of Sitsky’s works. Sitsky uses Christopher 
Brennan’s unusual translation of Recueillement by Charles Baudelaire in Deep in 
My Hidden Country (‘from Baudelaire’):

Learn wisdom, O my Grief, and hold thy peace,
The evening thou didst long for nearer grows:
The blurring vapours o’er the city close,
Dispensing care to some, to some release.
Now that the mortal mob without surcease
Beneath the hangman lash of Pleasure goes
To pluck remorse where fruit of tempting glows,
O give me thy hand and, when their gibberings cease,
Come hither. See from heaven’s balconies
The lost years lean, in robes of antique shape;
Regret, with smiling look, thro’ waters rise:
Beneath its triumph arch the sun lies dead;
And trailing o’er the East a shroud,
O Hark! The Night with stealing tread.

Brennan (1870–1932) was heavily influenced by the French symbolist poets. His 
original poetry is exuberant and loquacious, and he favours expressions that 
would have been quaint even at the time, giving his poems a faded quality even 
as they sprang to life. Sitsky’s romantic sensibilities and his taste for art that 
spurns a limp ‘naturalness’ in favour of strongly etched personality would lead 
him to consider Brennan ‘that most settable of Australian poets’.14

13 Busoni, Ferruccio 1911, Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music, Theodore Baker (trans.), Schirmer, New York, 
p. 14.
14 Sitsky, Larry 1984, Deep in My Hidden Country…Cantata for soprano, flute, percussion, cello & piano, 
Distributed by the Australian Music Centre, The Rocks, NSW.
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Sitsky uses vivid colours in the instrumental parts: brilliant runs in the piano, 
expressive melodies contrasted with snap pizzicato in the cello, and piercing 
gestures played with very hard mallets on the vibraphone to mirror the garish 
imagery of the first two stanzas of the poem.

 

Example 7.15 L. Sitsky, ‘Recueillement’, from Deep in My Hidden Country, 
opening

As ‘Regret, with smiling look’ and ‘The Night with stealing tread’ rise to the 
surface, the initial instrumental turbulences settle into a rocking, polyrhythmic 
ostinato. 

 

Example 7.16 L. Sitsky, ‘Recueillement’, from Deep in My Hidden Country, 
pp. 30–1

The song concludes with a tranquil instrumental chorale harmonised entirely 
in G major.
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Example 7.17 L. Sitsky, ‘Recueillement’, from Deep in My Hidden Country, 
pp. 32–3

Over this, the singer twice repeats a word like a mantra: ‘wisdom’. Wisdom. 
This word comes from the beginning of the poem, and Sitsky must have been 
intrigued by the implication that wisdom is a balm for grief to emphasise it in 
this way.

Such emphasis—magnifying certain words or phrases to bend the poetry in 
unusual directions—is a common device in these songs. Sitsky often assigns 
a fixed pitch to certain words. The first of the songs from the Whitman cycle, 
‘Out of the Cradle, Endlessly Rocking’, highlights two simple words: ‘out’ and 
‘from’. The text of this poem is the introduction to a longer poem about the 
death of a nightingale and its resonance in the soul of a young boy, awakening 
his inner poetic instinct:

Out of the cradle endlessly rocking, 
Out of the mocking-bird’s throat, the musical shuttle, 
Out of the Ninth-month midnight, 
Over the sterile sands and the fields beyond, where the child leaving his 
bed wander’d alone, bareheaded, barefoot, 
Down from the shower’d halo, 
Up from the mystic play of shadows twining and twisting as if they were 
alive, 
Out from the patches of briers and blackberries, 
From the memories of the bird that chanted to me, 
From your memories sad brother, from the fitful risings and fallings I 
heard, 
From under that yellow half-moon late-risen and swollen as if with tears, 
From those beginning notes of yearning and love there in the mist, 
From the thousand responses of my heart never to cease, 
From the myriad thence-arous’d words, 
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From the word stronger and more delicious than any, 
From such as now they start the scene revisiting, 
As a flock, twittering, rising, or overhead passing, 
Borne hither, ere all eludes me, hurriedly, 
A man, yet by these tears a little boy again, 
Throwing myself on the sand, confronting the waves, 
I, chanter of pains and joys, uniter of here and hereafter, 
Taking all hints to use them, but swiftly leaping beyond them, 
A reminiscence sing.15

As the words ‘from’ and ‘out’ appear regularly at the beginning of the poetic 
lines, Sitsky structures the vocal line so that these words are emphasised by 
always recurring on the same pitch.

 

Example 7.18 L. Sitsky, ‘Out of the Cradle, Endlessly Rocking’, from 
A Whitman Cycle: Six songs for low voice & piano, bars 2–7 (vocal line 
only)

 

Example 7.19 L. Sitsky, ‘Out of the Cradle, Endlessly Rocking’, from  
A Whitman Cycle: Six songs for low voice & piano, bars 19–26 (vocal line 
only)

15 Whitman, Walt 1921, Leaves of Grass, Modern Library, New York, p. 213. Sitsky cuts the following lines: 
‘From the myriad thence-arous’d words,/From the word stronger and more delicious than any,/From such as 
now they start the scene revisiting’; ‘Borne hither, ere all eludes me, hurriedly’; and ‘Taking all hints to use 
them, but swiftly leaping beyond them’.
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In Music of the Mirabell Garden, Sitsky took this idea a step further. He unified 
the cycle of six poems by selecting 62 ‘recurring image words’—words such as 
‘dark’, ‘sky’ and ‘blood’ are always set to the same pitch in the vocal line and 
similar accompaniment in the instruments. Sitsky ordered the poems so that the 
density of these image words would gradually increase; while the first poem, 
‘Winter Nightfall’, contains only 14 image words, the final poem, ‘Grodek’, 
contains 35.16

As the instrumental music treated pitch organisation more and more liberally 
from the 1980s onwards, the vocal music became less stylised and more varied; 
the driving force of the text inspired Sitsky to represent the emotional qualities 
of each song with their own sound world—often radically different from each 
other. 

The Shih Ching (Book of Songs) (1996) is more of a collection of songs then a song 
cycle per se, as Sitsky writes: 

These twelve settings are of words that had long sat on my library 
shelves, waiting to be set. Finally I decided that, rather than attempt to 
incorporate them into some kind of cyclic format and unified concept, I 
would in fact go the other way, and give the Book of Songs cohesion via 
diversity.17

The enigmatic, mystical quality of ‘Napoleon’ (Walter de la Mare) recalls the 
earlier Whitman Cycle with rich sonorities and clusters on the piano.

Example 7.20 L. Sitsky, ‘Napoleon’, from Shih Ching, first stave

The ‘Sands of Dee’ (Charles Kingsley) is unabashedly tonal, in a strophic 
form with variations in the piano accompaniment. The setting of Alexander 

16 See Whiffin, Lawrence 1987, ‘The use of recurring imagery as a structural device and a free approach 
to serialism in the song cycle “Music in the Mirabell Garden” for soprano and eight instruments by Larry 
Sitsky’, Musicology Australia, vol. X, pp. 31–40.
17 Sitsky, Larry n.d., Shih Ching (Book of Songs): 12 settings for alto and piano, Unpublished ms., program 
note.
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Blok’s ‘She Burst in from the Cold’, in a translation by Sitsky, is set to violent 
Sprechstimme, accompanied by a virtuosic and kaleidoscopic piano part. Sitsky 
specifies that the Sprechstimme should be ‘closer to speech than song’.

 

Example 7.21 L. Sitsky, ‘She Burst in from the Cold’, from Shih Ching, p. 5

Sitsky’s latest song cycles embrace this same diversity. Bone of My Bones (1998) 
concludes with another turbulent setting of Blok in Sitsky’s translation, ‘When 
We Parted’, but the other songs use rich, ornamented vocal lines (‘Introduction’), 
tapping on the lid of the piano (‘Down by the Salley Gardens’), and there is even 
a ‘Cabaret Song’—a setting of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s familiar love poem 
How Do I Love Thee?Let me count the ways….

Example 7.22 L. Sitsky, ‘Cabaret Song’, from Bone of My Bones, bars 1–6

The Jade Harp (2005), for voice and fortepiano, also uses Sprechstimme and 
speech, but is firmly couched in the darkly brilliant harmonic and freely lyrical 
language of works such as the Nine Songs (2005), for oboe and piano.

The Piano Writing

As melody is Sitsky’s priority; the piano often plays a subordinate role to the 
voice and solo instruments in the ensemble. As Sitsky says: ‘I like the sound of 
instruments unaccompanied. So when I do use the piano, I have a feeling that 
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the integrity of the line—whichever instrument it might be—is still number 
one. The piano therefore provides colour, backdrop…The line itself is still the 
predominant thing.’18

He loves to exploit the resonance of the piano by building up sonorities on the 
sustain pedal. Chords are left ringing (see the Tetragrammaton example above) 
or through ostinato (see Romantica, Example 7.7). In the oboe sonata The Nine 
Songs, he gives ‘The Great Lord of Destinies’ a rich halo of overtones with thick 
bass runs, pierced by a lament in the oboe. 

 

Example 7.23 L. Sitsky, ‘The Great Lord of Destinies’, from Nine Songs, 
bars 49–5119

And he brings out the dazzling beauty and ornate attire of the ‘Lady of 
Hsiang’ with brilliant but edgy piano writing that hints also at her capricious 
temperament.

Example 7.24 L. Sitsky, ‘The Lady of Hsiang’, from Nine Songs, bars 
30–4

Percussion has always played an important role in Sitsky’s music—an element 
that he attributes to his early exposure to Chinese opera.20 The pianist is often 

18 Sitsky interview, 2 July 2009.
19 This movement is largely a transcription of the ‘Prologue’ from Sitsky’s 40-minute piano piece The Way of 
the Seeker (2004). In the solo piano version, the pedal should be held throughout the movement—an indication 
that Sitsky replaced with ‘con Ped.’ in this oboe and piano version.
20 Holmes, Robyn, Shaw, Patricia and Campbell, Peter 1997, Larry Sitsky: A bio-bibliography, Greenwood 
Press, Westport, Conn., p. 4.
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expected to recall the sounds of drums, bells and gongs—sounds that Sitsky 
uses to build up raucous and primevally exciting climaxes. He calls his song 
‘Desolation’ from The Jade Harp a ‘rhythmic recitation’, as the spoken words in 
the voice are accompanied by relentless drumming clusters in the fortepiano—
perhaps a moment when Sitsky comes closest to capturing the sound of Chinese 
opera.

 

Example 7.25 L. Sitsky, ‘Desolation’, from Jade Heart, bars 6–8

Although the chamber and vocal works use the piano primarily for colour, 
Sitsky is a virtuoso pianist in his own right—a fact evident from the technically 
fiendish piano parts in works such as Narayana, the Enochian Sonata, or the 
violin sonata Omnia Exeunt in Mysterium. One of his most striking piano 
moments is the earth-shattering outpouring of energy in the brilliant piano 
cadenza from Narayana.

 

Example 7.26 L. Sitsky, Narayana, mvt 4, system 1, p. 16

Sitsky does occasionally allow the pianist to shine as a soloist—for example, at 
the end of the first movement of the Enochian Sonata where the combination of 
the thick, late-romantic piano texture and the rich harmonies allows the piano 
to shine in all its glory.
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Example 7.27 L. Sitsky, Enochian Sonata (Keys Press, p. 12)

Performing Sitsky’s music

In his book Busoni and the Piano, Sitsky approvingly quotes from Busoni’s 
Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music:

Notation, the writing out of compositions, is primarily an ingenious 
expedient for catching an inspiration, with the purpose of exploiting 
it later. But notation is to improvisation as the portrait to the living 
model. It is for the interpreter to resolve the rigidity of the signs into the 
primitive emotion.21

For Sitsky, the innate nature of the music is far more important than the notes on 
the page. He never hesitates to adapt another composer’s work to suit himself, 
and he expects his music to receive the same treatment. The revisions of his 
piano concerto The Twenty-Two Paths of the Tarot (1991, revised 1994) in 
collaboration with Roger Woodward show Sitsky’s openness to quite substantial 
reinterpretations of his music as well as the fruits of an aesthetic dialogue 
between these two fiery musical personalities; the later version’s fleshed-out 
solo part and streamlined structural arc are perhaps more convincing than the 
original.

Rhythm in Sitsky’s hands is a wild and untamed beast, far from the regular 
tempos and polished rubatos of today’s pianists. His favourite recordings are 
those by the legendary pianists from the dawn of the recording era such as 
Busoni, Rudolph Ganz and Ignaz Friedman—pianists whose rubato might be 
considered old-fashioned today. He has startled many a young student diligently 
playing in time by asking whether they are counting the beat. On an affirmative 

21 Busoni, Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music, p. 15 (emphasis in original). Quoted in Sitsky, Busoni and the 
Piano, p. 295.
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reply, he will invariably say, ‘Well, you must stop it at once!’ Nevertheless, 
tempo and proportions of time on a broad scale are crucial for Sitsky, and he 
composes with a metronome and a stopwatch for this reason.

Sitsky’s recordings form an essential guide for performers wishing to understand 
the full force of his musical personality. The recording of the piano sonatas 
by Roy Agnew is one of his finest, demonstrating his thorough command of 
melodic line and dramatic thrust.

Some basic elements should be borne in mind: in Sitsky’s mature scores (from the 
oboe sonatina onwards), accidentals apply only to the notes they immediately 
precede. There are rare exceptions: the earlier Oriental Love Songs (1960) uses 
normal accidental rules in sections with bar lines, but unmeasured sections have 
an accidental on every sharp or flat. Some typeset or engraved scores follow 
normal accidental rules, even where Sitsky did not intend this. An example 
is the hand-copied score of Music in the Mirabell Garden (Seesaw Music, New 
York, 1996), or the separately engraved piano part of the piano concerto The 
Twenty-Two Paths of the Tarot (typeset September 1997, Peter Mapleson for 
Symphony Australia). In his handwritten scores, Sitsky writes sharps and flats 
even on tied notes; many of the typeset scores do not include these. 

In the handwritten scores, repeated notes are often written using noteless stems. 
The pitch of a note can usually be determined by the shape of the notehead; 
Sitsky writes in the staff spaces with horizontal noteheads, and on the staff lines 
with vertical noteheads. Oversized sharps and flats apply to all notes in the 
following chord.

The slurs in the string parts are almost always phrase marks and have nothing 
to do with bowing. Occasionally short (usually two-note) slurs are meant 
rhythmically; here the notes under the slur can be played on one bow, with 
an initial accent and a separation at the end. A sensitive but liberal approach 
to slurring and portamento will bring Sitsky’s melodies to life and heighten 
the emotional intensity of the wide intervals. The bowings in the following 
example help the ornamental gestures to flow around the central melody without 
disrupting it.
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Example 7.28 L. Sitsky, Sharagan II, mvt 1, Example—bowings by David 
Pereira

Sitsky composes with few drafts or sketches, and he is reluctant to return to a 
work after he has completed it. For the performer, this cuts both ways: while 
Sitsky is open to novel interpretations or even rearrangements of his music, it 
can be hard to work out the original intentions. The recent typeset scores of 
Sitsky’s works, published by the Keys Press, are a boon to performers, but as the 
scores go to press with minimal revision or proofreading, there are many errors 
and ambiguities. Performers using the typeset version should also refer to the 
manuscript copies available at the National Library of Australia, with the caveat 
that for works after 1996, Sitsky did not intend his final handwritten draft to 
be published in facsimile, so that any errors are often fixed only in the typeset 
publications.




