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8. The Next Wave of Modernism

Ann Ghandar (1943–)

Ann Ghandar is a fine pianist, so, in her compositions, the piano parts tend to be 
assertive and vital to the musical discourse. Autumn Chimes (1995) is probably 
best described by the composer herself:

Autumn Chimes was written in the autumn, and it uses a selection of 
scales from garden chimes on display in a shop in Federation Square, 
Canberra. I used different combinations of the five instruments (flute, 
oboe, violin, cello and piano) only using all of them in the last piece, and 
making two of the pieces for a solo instrument (flute, piano). Two of the 
five pieces are based on Egyptian folk tunes (‘Gentle Waves of the Sea’ 
and ‘The Nightingale’).

In fact, Ann Ghandar’s studies of music of the Middle East have affected her 
approach to composition, and over the years I have noticed a softening and an 
increasingly gentle lyricism appearing in her scores. Two of the pieces of Autumn 
Chimes are named after birds: ‘Cormorant’ and ‘Ibises’. The first movement is 
titled ‘Rain’, which neatly takes us to another set of pieces, for flute and piano: 
Birds in Light Rain. Each of the short pieces is named after an Australian bird

I. ‘Eastern Rosellas’

II. ‘Crested Pigeons’

III. ‘Galahs’

IV. ‘King Parrot’

V. ‘Lone Crested Pigeon’.

By a curious coincidence, as I write this, I have just completed recording the 
complete series of 73 Bird Impressions by the South Australian composer Hooper 
Brewster-Jones, written in the early 1920s. It is good to see that this tradition 
is still alive and well in Australian music. The Ghandar (Ann originally comes 
from Adelaide, too) pieces are one-page miniatures—lightning sketches of our 
feathered friends; unlike Brewster-Jones, Ghandar does not incorporate the 
bird’s call into her pieces.

Her Sonata for Clarinet and Piano seems to me to be full of Eastern scales (perhaps 
taken from her studies of Egyptian music). More a sonatina in scope than a 
sonata, the work is cast in the traditional fast-slow-fast, three-movement format.



Australian Chamber Music with Piano

162

Gerald Glynn (1943–)

Gerald Glynn says of Interplay (1980), for cello and piano:

Interplay began as a composition for harpsichord and cello, but as the 
work progressed something acoustically bigger and stronger than the 
harpsichord seemed necessary to counterbalance the assertiveness of 
the cello writing.

And so the piano took over, thereby considerably widening the dynamic 
and pitch range through which the piece was to move. The influence of 
the harpsichord is still to be felt however in the constant arpeggiating of 
the opening chord, one of the recurrent unifying characteristics of the 
work, which is heard in many different guises before the piece finishes…

Repetition with variation is in fact one of the salient features of the 
writing; another is the cat-and-mouse-like interaction between the two 
instruments, which is implicit in the title.

Like two athletes in a relay race, there is a passing to and fro of the 
baton, often using a common pitch to do so. There is a jostling and 
friendly rivalry between the two, repeated attempts to have the last 
word on a given subject, and an occasional bit of devilry.

Example 8.1 G. Glynn, Interplay, bars 1–4

Like all of Gerald’s music, here organic growth and development are ever-present 
characteristics. Even in his early (1971) Music for Clarinet in B-flat and Piano, 
it is there to be discerned. This particular work is especially interesting in that 
Glynn uses a mixture of graphic and standard notation, giving the players free 
rein when he thinks it desirable to create a more rhapsodic effect, and tightening 
the control when he wishes to be more in charge of proceedings. Thus, notes 
given a specific duration are always at crotchet = 60; otherwise the notation 
is graphic, with 1 cm being equivalent to one second. This clever mixture of 
notations results in a free-flowing but powerful work.
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Glynn’s Strata for Violin and Piano (1994) is a different kind of music altogether. 
It consists of three discrete movements, called, quite naturally, ‘Stratum 1’, ‘2’ 
and ‘3’. Each stratum movement is basically an exploration of a single kind of 
texture or idea. So, ‘Stratum 1’ is essentially long notes with varying dynamics, 
the piano often playing at the extremes of the keyboard. ‘Stratum 2’ is directed 
scales and arpeggios, with the two instruments not often together, but jostling 
for room. ‘Stratum 3’ has elements of both previous movements juxtaposed. 
The writing for the instruments in all of the mentioned works is virtuosic and 
requires command of the instrument. There is nothing here for the faint-hearted. 
The pieces are full of an admirable energy.

Gerald is a fine poet himself, so it is not surprising that he would be attracted 
to word settings and, moreover, that his choice of words would be dictated by 
a refined taste for language and its inflections. This is immediately apparent in 
Love’s Coming (1986), a song cycle for medium voice and piano on six poems by 
John Shaw Nielsen. Since Nielsen is an important Australian poet, I list the titles 
of the settings for the reader’s interest

1. ‘Love’s Coming’

2. ‘Surely God was a Lover’

3. ‘The Hour of the Parting’

4. ‘Love in Absence’

5. ‘So Sweet a Mouth had She’

6. ‘When Kisses are as Strawberries’.

 The settings are a model of clarity and balance between the piano and voice. 
The piano part sets the mood, as in traditional lieder/art song, and then develops 
under the vocal line, both supporting the setting and growing in its own right. 
Unlike the purely instrumental music, where the keyboard writing is often 
fierce, here Glynn holds the piano part in check, and always with due deference 
for the vocal part. In The Rose of Amherst (1991), a song cycle for medium voice 
and piano on poems of Emily Dickinson, the piano part is a little more elaborate, 
but the same sensitive balance between voice and keyboard is maintained. The 
songs are

1. ‘I’m Nobody, Who are You?’

2. ‘Exultation’

3. ‘The Soul Selects’

4. ‘I Sing to Use the Waiting’

5. ‘Pain’

6. ‘A Summer’s Day’.
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Example 8.2 G. Glynn, ‘Pain’, from The Rose of Amherst, bars 1–4

I caught up with Gerald recently after a long period of contact only by mail, and 
he told me that he has recently retired from active teaching in Paris, so I hope 
that his productivity will increase. We have too few composers of his calibre not 
to value their output for the cultural enrichment of our country.

Roger Smalley (1943–)

It is a great pleasure to once again write about Roger Smalley, our outstanding 
composer and pianist. His scores are a model of clarity and are musically 
unambiguous in their intention. What shines through everything are Roger’s 
concern and command over form. Even in an early Capriccio for Violin and 
Piano (1966), the composer carefully inscribes the form of the piece on the title 
page: ‘Fantasia’, ‘Scherzo’, ‘Nocturne’, and ‘Coda’. The first and last sections 
are extensive cadenzas; the work as a whole is dominated by very low, growly 
chords on the piano constantly interplayed with very high notes, including 
harmonics, on the violin. Smalley, a virtuoso himself, quite naturally writes in 
virtuosic fashion for his instruments of choice, and is a perfect example of what 
we are in danger of losing—that is, composers who are also constant and active 
denizens of the concert platform. Composers who are not performers often have 
no sense of the theatre and drama of performance. 

I mention here Smalley’s Monodyfor Piano with Live Electronic Modulation (1972), 
although it is not strictly within my personal definition of chamber music. This 
is a solo piece, but is really a product of its time—and the then fashion—using 
early synthesisers and ring modulation, mixed with the acoustic piano sound 
and emerging ‘live’ through two speakers. I cannot imagine this piece being 
revived in today’s computer world. The title is a simple reflection of the fact 
that the piano line is a monody: one note at a time. The pianist is also required 
to play some percussion instruments with the left hand at the same time as 
the right hand plays on the keyboard—requiring no mean dexterity. Over the 
years, Smalley has moved away from electronics to purely acoustic music. 
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The Movement for Flute and Piano (1976) still has remnants of the tyranny of the 
European avant-garde, with its own brand of political correctness. In this case, 
the pianist has to constantly reach under the lid of the instrument to produce 
special effects. It is not much use Roger saying in his introductory notes that 
these ‘various inside-the-piano techniques should be executed as unobtrusively 
as possible’. Some of us are anatomically unsuited to perform such manoeuvres 
without just about climbing on the piano stool. Again, Smalley has largely 
abandoned such writing. In this piece, concentrating on the effects, which 
interrupt the lyrical flute line, often hamstrings the piano part. Once again, we 
note the composer’s preoccupation with form; this time, he writes a ‘Theme’ (a 
particularly lovely one, first given out by the flute), followed by seven variations. 
It is fact that when the piano is left untrammelled to do its own thing, the music 
takes off, as in an effects-free slab of time in variations two and three. In general, 
my contention is that the piece works best when it is least gimmicky. The flute 
is asked to play into the piano, to increase the sympathetic resonance. 

The Piano Quintet (2003) is like a breath of fresh air in comparison—free and 
exuberant—the ‘Overture’ immediately capturing our attention and sounding 
like a baroque movement. The ‘Intermezzo’, which follows, is in effect the slow 
movement. The third movement is a scherzo, played one beat in the bar, and 
with the phrase lengths indicated in the score, and used as a structural device. 
The movement consists of ‘Introduction—Scherzo I’ (mostly three-bar phrase 
units); ‘Trio I’ (legato as against the prior staccato section); ‘Scherzo II’ (mostly 
four-bar units); ‘Trio II’ (pedal and harmonics); ‘Scherzo III’ (a mixture of phrase 
durations). Not content with this elaborate structure, the composer has a further 
highly organised last movement, labelled ‘Chaconne & Variations’, with each 
subtitle representing a particular miniature: I) ‘Marche Funebre’; II) ‘Waltz; III. 
Barcarolle’; IV) ‘Nocturne (with Nightmare)’; V) ‘Scherzo’; VI) ‘Polonaise’; and 
VII) ‘Berceuse’. The quintet is undoubtedly an important work in the Australian 
repertoire of chamber music with piano. 

There are three trios that need mentioning: the first is Piano Trio (1990–91). This 
work, like some of Smalley’s solo piano music, owes something to past literature 
that the composer has performed, and especially his beloved Chopin. Smalley 
says, in his introduction: 

The trio is in two parts, each of which consists of two linked 
movements—a short slow movement which acts as an introduction to 
the longer fast movement. Following my Variations on a Theme of Chopin 
for solo piano, this trio is the next in a continuing series of works based 
on material extracted from various Chopin Mazurkas (in this case an 
extremely chromatic 8-bar progression which occurs towards the end of 
the Mazurka in Ab Op. 59 No. 2).
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The opening ‘Prelude’ presents the whole of this progression stretched over the 
entire length of the movement and embellished with sighing chromatic figures. 
This leads, via a prolonged dominant seventh chord, directly into the ‘Scherzo’, 
whose form could be represented as ABACDA—in other words, it has three 
‘trios’ (B, C and D) but the second and third are joined, without the expected 
interpolation of A. The final return of A is truncated and the first part ends 
abruptly. This scherzo is only tangentially related to Chopin.

Part two opens with a slow passacaglia during which the Chopin progression is 
unfolded (from the bass up) as four superimposed contrapuntal lines, or features 
a common interval extracted from all four lines. The first six variations are fast 
and vigorous, leading to a climax in ‘Variation 7’: loud repeated chords in the 
bass of the piano out of which emerge ethereal harmonics on the two strings. 
The final six variations are slow and in the form of a chaconne. The music draws 
ever closer to the Chopin original, but the work ends ambivalently. 

This trio together with the Trio for Clarinet, Viola and Piano (1992–99) and 
the wonderful Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano (2000–02) forms a summation of 
Roger’s chamber music. The two last-named trios contain fast opening sections, 
followed by highly structured variation movements (mirror variations in the 
case of the Horn Trio). The journey by a gifted composer from a somewhat 
self-conscious avant-garde beginning to a personal definitive language is now 
complete. Playing through these scores, I was reminded of the glittery music of 
Roberto Gerhard, who, like Smalley, moved from a 12-tone language to highly 
individual gesticulatory texture full of immense energy and colour. The fast 
scale patterns that appear in these trios especially brought Gerhard to my mind.

Example 8.3 R. Smalley, Trio for Clarinet, Viola and Piano, bars 24–6
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Haydn Reeder (1944–)

The collected folio of Haydn Reeder’s music began with a work quite atypical 
of his usual style. It is a song setting (words by Gary Broadziak) for baritone 
and piano duet. It is obviously a lament for a lost child, and opens with a key 
signature of E-flat major in the piano, with moving words set in a fairly steady 
beat. The song is called About Brett. The rest of our collection of Reeder scores 
is what I more or less would have expected. Reeder writes in a post–12-tone 
style, in a dense and busy texture hovering on the fringes of maximalism. Thus, 
Chants at Play with Solid Background, for flute, bass clarinet and piano, seems to 
refer to a busy, close-knit, chromatically twisting figure, which is ever-present 
in the piece, though essentially in the piano and bass clarinet parts, providing 
the ‘solid background’, with the flute representing the ‘chants at play’. Here is 
a characteristic example.

Example 8.4 H. Reeder, Chants at Play with Solid Background, bars 25–6

I could quote other like instances, but need to sum it up by saying that it is not 
very user friendly. Encephalograph, for clarinet, cello, trombone, percussion and 
piano, begins with a steady heartbeat (my interpretation, not the composer’s) 
but soon shifts into irregularity of bar durations featuring much portamento 
and spiky piano writing.
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Example 8.5 H. Reeder, Encephalograph, p. 6, two bars after figure D

The score of Interact (1980), for flute, horn, viola, bassoon and piano, has a 
declaration of intent by Haydn Reeder: 

The composer wanted to write a work in which the characteristics of 
classical music were present. These appear as a balance of content and 
form, of pitches and rhythm, of movement and repose and a choice 
of instruments which blend well. The attainment of this equilibrium 
compelled a restriction of each element within certain boundaries, for 
instance, the basis of the pitch material is a symmetrical twelve-tone 
row. There are sections of repose analogous to the classical cadence; 
interaction and meshing of movement and repose sections analogous to 
development; and the opening idea of the work returns.

The title of Siren’s Echo (1985), for alto flute, piano and percussion, apparently 
refers to the two positions of placement for the flute. Similarly, Sonage 2 refers 
to a work for two pianos (mostly in a staccato pointillist fashion), whilst 
Stradevarie, for cello and piano, is an obvious play on words. The Obstinate 
Flute: Perhaps it’s a joke? is a short piece wherein the flute mostly plays D-flats 
against the piano part.

Gillian Whitehead (1941–)

The New Zealand/Australian composer Gillian Whitehead barely makes it into 
this book, not due to any quality judgment on my part (I happen to think she 
is a terrific composer), but simply because of the limited usage of the piano and 
the few works that actually use the piano at all. Take Ahotu (O matenga) (1984), 
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for example, with its impressive provenance of a commission by Flederman—
at one stage one of our top ensembles—subsidised by the Australia Council, 
and premiered at the Adelaide Festival. A powerful, dramatic, deeply felt piece 
composed in memory of the composer’s father, Ahotu is scored for flute/piccolo, 
trombone/crotales, piano, harpsichord, celeste/bass drum and a large percussion 
line-up. The piano is just a part of a large percussion ensemble—an array that 
treats harpsichord and celeste in the same manner. It is essentially outside the 
intended scope of this book, although I recommend the work highly.

Angels Born at the Speed of Light (1992) is in a similar situation, maybe even 
more so: it is scored for dancer, an improvising trio of flute/saxophones (tenor, 
soprano), percussion and piano (optional vibes) and narrator. Two other works 
are closer to what we were looking for: Awa Herea (Braided Rivers) (1993), 
for soprano and piano, and Haiku (1995), for voice, viola and piano. The first 
of these uses Maori text, some of it written by the composer; the second sets 
English haiku by Alan Wells. There is a strong folk basis deeply embedded 
in Whitehead’s music—sometimes extremely close to the source, sometimes 
moving away from it to some degree, in one parameter or another. The long 
pedals often serve to highlight a most expressive and lyrical vocal line. The 
writing is extremely fluid and improvisational, or suggestion for improvisation 
is everywhere, woven into the fabric. The resultant music has a built-in and 
seductive paradox: it sounds improvisatory, yet has a strong thematic core—a 
combination I find very attractive. The composer notes that much of the vocal 
line for the first work, with its eight short songs, is based on birdsong. The 
haiku settings tend to feature instrumental solos; there is a cryptic note about a 
trombone solo (not an instrument listed) that I failed to understand.

Malcolm J. Fox (1946–97)

Malcolm Fox’s Six Miniatures (1991), for violin and piano, lives in a world 
akin to pre–strict 12 tone—a cousin to Schoenberg’s short piano pieces early 
in the twentieth century—except that Fox allows some improvisation (which 
Schoenberg would not have), and Fox also dwells on particular gestures 
thematically. These miniatures are highly poetic and deeply felt little pieces. 
From 1992, we have Ten Thousand Years Goodbye. In celebration of frogs: their 
magic, mystery, humour and vitality, for voice, clarinet and piano (text translated 
from Japanese by Cid Corman). The work is set out in a symmetrical fashion

1. ‘Introduction’: clarinet cadenza

2. ‘Ten Thousand Years Goodbye’: soprano, clarinet and piano

3. ‘Interlude’: piano solo



Australian Chamber Music with Piano

170

4. ‘Five Frogs’: soprano, clarinet and piano

5. ‘Interlude II’: clarinet and piano

6. ‘Beethoven: Spring Sonata (First Impression)’: soprano, clarinet and piano.

This is a most attractive and humorous work, both poetic and whimsical. The 
material is strongly knit thematically, well crafted and of moderate difficulty.

Richard Mills (1949–)

My suspicion is that Richard Mills is, by temperament, not inclined towards 
chamber music as a vehicle for his expression. He is a natural orchestral 
and operatic composer, and his experience as a conductor has only further 
strengthened these inclinations. We have only two examples of Richard’s foray 
into chamber music: Three Pieces for French Horn and Piano (2002)—consisting 
of 1) ‘Considering Spring’, 2) ‘Contemplation’, and 3. ‘Coursing’—and the 
Twelve Bagatelles for Flute and Piano (1980), which are aphoristic one or two-
page pieces. The idiom of these works is generally of a light tone and fairly easy 
on the ear. Richard is not a pianist, but his high level of craft ensures that the 
writing for the instruments is idiomatic and approachable. The harmonies tend 
towards tonality and the broken chords are also triadic, often with additions of 
notes such as the added sixth. 

Vincent Plush (1950–)

Plush’s settings for voice and piano (or instrument and piano) are usually much 
more than merely that. Vincent has always been interested in historical events—
especially from colonial Australian history—and many of his word settings are 
linked to the country’s past by use of appropriate words about or by historical 
personages. Since he lived in the United States for a number of years, there 
is also in existence a work named The Ludlow Lullabies (1989), for violin and 
piano. The work involves preparing one note of the piano to imitate the tolling 
of a distant school bell. The work commemorates a sad but little-known episode 
in American history known as the ‘Ludlow Massacre’. Vincent uses the ‘lullaby’ 
sections of the work with a more angry, and what he calls ‘mechanistic’, music 
to demonstrate the other side of this chain of events. A portrait in sound, 
with words by a famous Australian, is Vincent’s The Plaint of Mary Gilmore 
(1984), for mezzo-soprano and piano. This is a lengthy work in 12 sections, the 
text of which comes from various historical documents, including letters. The 
copious introductory notes give full explanation of the sources used and their 
significance. Both the pianist and the page turner are also given dramatic roles 
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to perform, such as recitation, offstage instrument playing, and so on, so this 
is not a staid song cycle, but in the end a piece of music theatre with a definite 
political message at its core. I will not list the titles of the 12 sections, since they 
mean little on their own and do not give much away. Suffice to say that they are 
discrete entities, and are easily identified in the context of a performance of this 
work, which would take about 40 minutes if done in full (the composer does 
indicate some possible shortened versions and extracts, but this is obviously 
not really desirable). Finally, I would like to say a few words about The Warrant 
of Henry Lawson (1988), for baritone and piano. This work—although shorter 
than the Mary Gilmore piece (actually, it is about half the length)—is another 
portrait of an eminent Australian, and, although it can be done ‘straight’, it is 
obviously conceived as a music-theatre presentation. The performers are given 
stage movement directions and attitudinal expressions towards each other. The 
singer also has to recite, and even the page-turner or pianist has a tiny singing 
moment; the singer also stops some piano strings from vibrating in one section 
by damping with the hand. Thus, Plush’s works are social commentary to an 
extent—perhaps as important as the sounds of the pieces themselves.

Brenton Broadstock (1952–)

With Brenton Broadstock’s chamber music, we witness a metamorphosis in the 
writing from the early works in the 1980s to turning a corner in the 1990s. The 
earliest work we found was Boolee (1984), for two pianos. It is set out in a semi-
graphic way, so coordination between the instruments is not really an issue. 
There is much background trilling and imitation of gestures, usually at a slightly 
different speed, and ornate effect is quite easily achieved; with the pianists 
playing from a two-piano score, there is no way they would lose their places. 
The result is a quasi-impressionistic wash of sound. By 1986, the composer had 
moved on to a quintet entitled …And no birds sing, for flute/alto flute/piccolo, 
clarinet/bass clarinet, violin, piano and percussion. Written for the then active 
Seymour Group, this has the full paraphernalia of the then fashionable avant-
garde, with graphic notation, plucking inside the piano, or using a mallet, 
microtones, glissandi in microtones, clusters, key slaps and detailed dynamics 
for just about every note. The title comes from Keats: ‘The sedge is withered 
from the lake, and no birds sing.’ The Seymour Group often used a conductor to 
put such works together, and I suspect that this composition was no exception. 
In other words, this is not so much chamber music as directed ensemble music. 
The writing is so ornate and detailed that players would soon become lost in 
the maze. Like the two-pianos piece, this is colouristic, high-plumage music, 
not unattractive, with a section in the middle in continuous demisemiquavers 
that could be exciting to witness. Similar problems beset the next piece, 
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entitled …All that is solid melts into air… (1992), for alto flute, bass clarinet 
and piano. This is even more florid, with most notes ornamented and preceded 
by embellishment of some kind. Even with just the three instruments, it would 
be no easy task to stay together, and again, I wonder whether a conductor had 
to be employed, or should be employed; it is either that, or long and arduous 
rehearsals. The opening immediately gives the flavour of the composition.

Example 8.6 B. Broadstock, …All that is solid melts into air…, bars 1–4

By 1991, the composer must have understood the problem, for a shift begins to 
occur towards a simpler method of expression. Nearer and Farther is for horn 
and piano. It consists of three movements: ‘Vivo’, ‘Intensivo’ and ‘Vivo’. It 
is only in the middle movement that remnants of the ornate style linger. The 
outer sections are fairly straightforward rhythmically as well as being much 
more tonal. Broadstock has an unfortunate liking for short note values, and 
some of the scores look much blacker than they need to be. It would require 
the movements to be rewritten in something like double values to appear much 
easier to read and for the eye to subdivide into beats more confidently.

By 1998, Broadstock had completely transformed his music. I Touched Your 
Glistening Tears…, for oboe and piano, is in a much simplified style and even 
closer to conventional tonality. It appears ‘white’ on the page—that is, hardly 
any accidentals—and is in a steady 4/4, which is a stark contrast with the earlier 
music. The last example we have from this composer is as recent as 2006. It is 
Not Too Near…Not too far, for alto saxophone and piano—a dance-like piece 
in B-flat major, having moved a long, long way from his first works. One can 
but wonder whether the artistic solution to the composer’s earlier quest was 
solved by this level of revisionism or not. But I hesitate to even touch upon the 
subject—it is such a personal matter.
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Allan Walker (1955–)

Allan Walker is a classically trained pianist as well as a splendid theoretician. 
His background and approach come through clearly in every score I have 
seen. He possesses a lucid analytical mind, and meticulous planning and pre-
compositional detailing mark his works. Of the few scores that I have before me, 
the Hexamiton (1986, revised 1991), a sextet for flute/piccolo, clarinet, violin, 
cello, marimba/vibraphone and piano, barely sneaks into this book due to the 
size of the ensemble. Furthermore, Allan’s layout of the disposition of players 
makes it clear that the work needs a conductor, so it is not essentially a chamber 
music score. I merely mention it here because the craftsmanship leaps out at 
you from the page, in addition to the other characteristics already listed above. 
Allan’s background as well as his association with Keith Humble have generally 
led to his scores being essentially linked to the methodology and sound world 
of the Second Viennese School.

A true chamber work, however, is Six Scenesfor Flute and Piano (1992). I will let 
the composer describe the piece:

Each of these scenes briefly explores a different interaction between 
two instrumental characters. In the first two the flute predominates, its 
gestures supported and punctuated by the piano. The aphoristic third 
piece brings the instruments into an increasingly contrapuntal dialogue 
to shape a single, broken statement, while in the fourth they separate to 
carve out their own territory within a series of static pitch fields. The 
fifth is built from four elements. Those assigned to the piano, staccato 
chords, rapid arabesques and a slowly unfolding bass melody, jostle 
and collide with an animated line in the flute until some agreement is 
reached in the final phrase. In the last piece the characters finally, after 
a few unsuccessful tries, ‘dance’ together.

Here is the complete third piece.

Example 8.7 A. Walker, ‘Scene 3’, from Six Scenes
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The others are a little longer!

Songs and Dances (2007–09), for violin and piano, written in memoriam to Keith 
Humble, actually uses musical equivalents to spell out Keith’s name as the major 
thematic force of the work. I will once again quote from the composer with 
regard to this work:

The idea for the piece and its title were suggested by a folk tale that 
surrounds a Neolithic ritual site of standing stones at Stanton Drew…
the stone circle and cove were thought to be the petrified remains of a 
wedding party turned to stone by the Devil…According to the tale one 
Saturday…there was [a] wedding feast on the site of the stone circle and 
everybody was having a merry time. When the clock struck twelve the 
party fiddler refused to play because it was Sunday, the Sabbath day. 
The bride, who was quite inebriated by this point swore that the party 
would go on, even if she had to go to hell to find a fiddler. No sooner had 
the words left her mouth, [than] a tall dark man with a fiddle appeared 
and struck up a tune. Faster and faster he played and the wedding party 
were compelled to keep up with the tune. This went on all night and by 
the morning the whole of the group had turned to stone, and the Devil 
had made off with their souls. There was one survivor of the ordeal. 
The village fiddler who had refused to play at the stroke of midnight 
was found the following morning, cowering in fear at what he had seen 
during the night. Traditionally the Devil said that he would return one 
day to play for them again.

The two parts of the piece loosely follow the narrative of the tale, the 
country fiddler the subject of the first part and the demonic violinist the 
subject of the second.

Andrew Ford (1957–)

Andrew Ford is a well-known broadcaster and writer on music. He is highly 
articulate and well informed, so the wider sweep of what might be perceived 
as eclecticism is clearly evident in his compositions. To begin with the songs, I 
freely admit that some of them caught me off-guard with their simplicity (triadic 
chords only in And Now, for high voice and piano, 1998, words by Catherine 
Strickland), as well as their proximity to folk song (Chimney-Sweepers, for 
soprano and piano, 2006, words by Shakespeare). Polystyle dominates another 
work for soprano and piano from 2007: Domestic Advice. The text varies from 
the Finnish Kanteletar (translated into English) and the Bible to The Girl’s Own 
Annual 1919. There are nine songs in all, veering from prosaic to highly poetic 
and including an almost Hollywoodish dash of ‘biblical’ music complete with 
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oriental ornaments and quasi-brass chords in the piano. Golden Slumbers (words 
by Thomas Dekker) is a sentimental lullaby, possibly written for his own child? 
On the other hand, A Martian Sends a Postcard Home (1986, words by Craig 
Raine), for tenor, horn and piano, employs advanced performance techniques 
to complement the rather quirky words. Coupled with this is the appearance 
of repetitive ostinato figures, which we normally associate with minimalist 
composers—a trait that Ford uses in other pieces we looked at—yet he is far from 
being a minimalist. In my book on Australian piano music, I nearly categorised 
Ford as a ‘maximalist’ composer (which he is not)! Sometimes an abundance of 
new technique causes a problem. Parabola (1989, words by Barbara Blackman), 
for two voices, bass clarinet, percussion and piano, did not appeal to me at 
all: it seems gimmicky, the words are self-consciously archaic, and the aleatory 
structure seems episodic and without direction. Yet another piece, named Icarus 
Ascending, for violin and piano, based on the same myth, is a successful work. 
Perhaps this is simply a piece that requires some staging? 

Pit (1981), for three bass voices, bassoon, double bass and piano, seems more 
of an exercise in low textures than an actual setting. The voices are used as 
sound sources of a kind more akin to electronic manipulation, with isolated 
vowels and consonants, and the writing is rhythmically dense and complex, and 
would require much rehearsal. Pitch is sometimes abandoned for wiggly lines, 
and the Ford trait of the ostinato minimalist pitch but maximalist rhythmic 
overlay makes an appearance here, too. This is the kind of music that I feel is 
best realised via the capabilities of a computer. In 1981, this was not an option.

A more modest setting of four texts from Japanese, A Salt Girl (1994, translations 
by Kenneth Rexroth)—consisting of: 1) ‘Autumn on Pine Mountain’, 2) ‘The 
White Chrysanthemum’, 3) ‘Snow in Spring’, and 4) ‘The Salt Girl’—is more 
successful in its spare, understated settings. But then, look at A Terrible 
Whiteness (1984, words by Elizabeth Smart), for mezzo-soprano and piano—the 
text dealing with writer’s block—and once again the composer seems trapped 
by writing in an ‘avant-garde’ way, using a fairly ordinary text.

Personally, I liked the purely instrumental music placed before me the best. 
Ringing the Changes, for piccolo, bass clarinet and piano, and dedicated to Elliott 
Carter in 1990, is a good example of Ford at his best. Perhaps the Carter metrical 
modulation provided some modelling here, but the ostinato idea written about 
before is present here as well; and the rise and fall of intensity over the 10-minute 
span of the piece seems to work very effectively. Two short string pieces with 
piano complete the music that we located by this composer: The Very End of 
Harvest (2000), for viola and piano, and A Whole Lot of Shaking (1999), for cello 
and piano. They both require virtuoso players with concentrated intensity to 
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succeed in performance. So, in the end, have I uncovered the essential Andrew 
Ford? I honestly do not know. Perhaps a more important question is how he 
feels himself about such an issue.

John Polglase (1959–)

John Polglase is a composer who deserves wider performance and appreciation, 
especially these days, when music organisations seem to put together lightweight 
programs full of fairy floss for a public that seems intent on listening to art with 
no challenge, and where the main criterion for program building is—to put it 
crudely but accurately—bums on seats. Polglase writes serious, muscular, well-
constructed scores. His quintet for clarinet, violin, viola, cello and piano, Bring 
Me Rain, is a case in point. The seven movements form an obvious symmetry

I. ‘Prelude’

II. ‘Sonata 1’

III. ‘Invention 1’

IV. ‘Interlude’

V. ‘Sonata 2’

VI. ‘Invention 2’

VII. ‘Postlude’.

The seating of the quintet is strictly prescribed, and the pianist’s role is a little 
like the drummer in a band, whether conducting or providing the beat in the 
playing. The sonata movements use Bartókian asymmetric rhythms constantly 
and have a savage kind of intensity, especially where the hammering quavers 
climax in a torrent of semiquavers. The calmer sections only highlight the 
repeated note chords all the more, with the strings often asked to double-stop. 
The ‘Inventions’ are a commentary on prior material, in a somewhat gentler 
vein, and the ‘Interlude’—placed in the centre of the arch form—is the slow 
movement of the piece. The quintet takes about 30 minutes to play, and I think 
it would be a most worthy inclusion in any program.
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Example 8.8 J. Polglase, Bring Me Rain, mvt 2, bars 18–21

Falling Years is a one-movement piece for violin and piano, and, within its nine 
minutes, it explores a variety of patterns and textures in a rapid succession of 
compositional ideas. It is a virtuosic and rhapsodic piece, with a strong drive. 
Similarly, Six Miniatures for Viola and Piano is a set of aphoristic compositions, 
separated by silences, but not dissimilar to the violin/piano piece in effect. 
Given the miniscule repertoire for viola by Australian composers, it is time for 
these to be heard more widely.

Three Songs for Violin, Voice and Piano (poems by D. M. Thomas)—consisting 
of I) ‘Blizzard Song’, II) ‘Lorca’, and III) ‘Elegy for Isabelle le Despenser’—is 
constructed so that the violin and piano tend to share and throw about similar 
ideas, with the voice providing a lyrical line, literally sandwiched between the 
two instruments (the score is even laid out in this fashion visually).

Thomas Reiner (1959–)

One of the three scores by Thomas Reiner could not be written about or even 
vaguely described, as it is heavily dependent on electronics. The score (written 
in collaboration with Graeme Gerrard in 1991) is Encounter, for voice, piano, 
flute, alto saxophone, MIDI wind controller, percussion and live electronics. 
The performance score excludes tape materials and electronic data, so I was 
totally at sea as far as the end result is concerned. Highett Pointillism, Version 2 
(2002), for flute, bass clarinet and piano, was a different matter. The idea is very 
simple but acoustically striking: various piano notes are doubled and held on by 
the wind instruments, with this amplifying them in a sense as well as negating 
the decay aspect of piano sound. The piano part is in itself virtually complete 
and self-sufficient. There are some added ornamental flourishes from the wind, 
which are special 12-tone rows containing all interval classes, while the piano 
sounds were randomly generated, so the composer is trying for a clash between 
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high organisation and random structures. There is also a chamber quartet work 
by Reiner entitled Two Children, Threatened by a Nightingale (1985). The work is 
based on a painting by Max Ernst of the same title, and is for alto flute, violin, 
viola and piano. The composition is in six short movements

1. ‘Largo Tranquillo’

2. ‘Andante Giocoso’

3. ‘Largo Misterioso’

4. ‘Bolero’

5. ‘Presto Agitato’ 

6. ‘Adagio’. 

The writing is clean and of moderate difficulty to put together. There are 
attractive dance-like episodes in the work. Projecting the Ernst painting could 
enhance a performance.

Douglas Knehans (1957–)

Douglas Knehans (another ex-student of mine) seems to prefer working on large 
canvases, so we found only two works that fitted our category. Image-Shift 
(1988) is for flute, violin, cello and piano. The work is in three movements: ‘Grid 
Fantasie I’, ‘Sonata’ and ‘Grid Fantasie II’. The outer movements are clearly 
related, and are both quite short, framing the large central movement. The ‘grid’ 
refers to the web of sound created by the flute, violin and cello, with the piano 
punctuating and sustaining behind this curtain of sound. The central movement 
is quite complex in sound and structure and features within it two cadenzas: one 
for piano, and one for the other instruments. There are some striking acoustic 
effects in parallel and involved rhythms, tremolandi with glissandi combined 
and repeated-note ostinatos. It would require a virtuoso ensemble to perform 
it, and perhaps even a conductor might be necessary; extremes of mood, with 
sudden emotional changes, abound. Soar (2004), for cello and piano, is another 
big piece, this time, as the composer says: ‘I set out to write a cello and piano 
work that I could not help thinking of as a short score for a cello concerto.’ The 
rather wordy introduction to the score sets out other considered compositional 
parameters. Because the piano part is really a species of orchestral reduction, 
some of the writing is un-pianistic (Douglas is a flautist, not a pianist) and 
awkward. Though the work is highly chromatic, there is a sense of E as a centre, 
and it ends on a resounding E-major chord. Knehans’ writing tends to be busy 
and driven, sometimes outright barbaric. Knehans gives a structural outline of 
the work in his introduction, so I will not repeat it here. If Soar is in fact a kind 
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of concerto with piano, it has a roughly arch shape of five sections, compressing 
these tempo and mood changes into one continuous movement. Needless to say, 
it requires a virtuoso solo player to get through it.

Julian Yu (1957–)

The Four Haiku for Soprano and Piano (1992) are probably an excellent way 
to get to know Julian Yu’s atmosphere as a composer. These delicate pieces, 
set in the original Japanese (although an English translation is given in the 
score), perhaps best encapsulate Yu’s deliberately circumscribed world. Each 
haiku—whether based on a single note, a single chord or a single mode—is 
beautifully self-contained and yet contains within it just enough variation or 
decoration to avoid being repetitive. Much of the piano is written on one stave, 
and this, too, is something characteristic of the composer: an economy of means 
and gestures. His Night Piece (2007), with a setting from that famous Australian 
poet Ern Malley, is for baritone and piano left hand! I am not certain what the 
significance of the left-hand idea is, especially if I have two hands to play it 
with, but there is no doubt a subtlety here that has escaped me. The piano part, 
at any rate, is fairly simple and the whole piece could join the haiku set without 
too much trouble, although Night Piece does not have that distinctive Japanese 
touch that Yu imparts to his settings of the haiku. But the approach to the piano 
is a unifying factor.

Prelude and Not-A-Fugue (1999), for piano trio, was written to commemorate 
the two hundred and fiftieth anniversary of Bach’s death. As often with Bach’s 
own Preludes, Yu’s tends towards a motoric rhythm, with the patterns repeating 
and modulating whilst preserving the same gestures. The upward-thrusting 
figures in the violin reverse direction towards the end of the first movement, 
signalling that the end of the piece is approaching. The second movement uses 
the B-A-C-H motif throughout as thematic material, and is set out as a ground 
bass underpinning the whole movement. It is quite austere and dignified in 
expression. The Quartet for Piano, Violin, Viola and Cello as well as the Trio for 
Piano, Violin and Cello Op. 26a (1994) are essentially the same piece of music, 
which surprised me somewhat. If the trio came after the quartet, which is what 
the opus number suggests, it begs the question: what was unessential in the 
viola’s presence? If the quartet came later then perhaps one could argue that a 
further elaboration or weight was felt necessary from the original trio. But, as it 
stands now, it looks like the same piece of music. Here the composer is challenged 
to expand his view of the world into a larger container, so the pieces are more 
expansive, building with similar materials to those used in the miniature pieces. 
Although in one movement, the works contain an introduction, an allegro, an 
andante and a finale allegro, thus conforming to a fairly conventional model. 
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The fast sections are especially exhilarating. Listeners will have to judge for 
themselves whether they prefer the more intimate and rhapsodic Yu to this more 
massive approach.

Example 8.9 J. Yu, Quartet for Piano, Violin, Viola and Cello, bars 1–5

Julian Yu’s series of works called Scintillation is probably the best known from 
his output. Scintillation II is for piano, two vibraphones and glockenspiel (1987), 
although the percussion players have other metallophones to attend to besides 
their main instrument. The line-up of instruments, added to Yu’s treatment of 
the piano, gives a good sense of what to expect. The piece is full of colour with 
extremes of dynamics from the most delicate to full-on.

Example 8.10 J. Yu, Scintillation, bars 57–9
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Scintillation III (1987), for flute and piano, is much shorter, but treats similar 
materials, and in the same manner. This kind of writing seems to me to be the 
essence of Yu as a composer. His obvious affection for the flute manifests itself in 
yet another work for flute and piano: the Sonata, dating from 2004. The composer 
might easily have given this another Scintillation number, because the approach 
is very similar to both instruments, with the piano full of delicate tracery of 
arpeggios and the flute floating above it. The highly ornamented instrumental 
parts seem to form a language that most suits the composer, producing that 
typical rhapsodic/virtuosic effect.

I also looked at two earlier works by this composer: Song of the Tajiks (1978), for 
trombone and piano, and Uygur Dance (1976), for bassoon and piano. Both are 
surprisingly tonal and conventional settings of either real or quasi folk music 
from these two cultures; I do not think they represent Julian Yu, although they 
are charming enough.

Having met Julian recently, I can now also vouch for the fact that he has a most 
bubbly sense of humour, so I would now not only attest to this, but also show 
a musical demonstration of the fact. Chaconnissima (2004) is a work for four 
percussionists and piano. In his own program note, Julian writes: 

The chaconne…is an ancient Western form of music that was framed 
on a ground bass. But a distinguishing feature of the chaconne is its 
use of a unique repeated chordal progression. The greatest example of a 
chaconne is perhaps JS Bach’s Chaconne from his Partita II in D minor 
for unaccompanied solo violin. The idea for my new piece came from 
traditional Chinese instrumental music. There, we can find a lot of music 
from different geographical areas, with different titles, all of which 
comes from the same ‘mother piece’. When traditional Chinese musicians 
perform existing pieces, they always decorate them and add their own 
embellishments until the original work often becomes unrecognisable. 
But the original structure remains. I found this idea fascinating, and 
especially its similarity with the Western concept of the chaconne and 
passacaglia. The title Chaconnissima is my own humorous pseudo-Italian 
construction which is intended to mean ‘extremely Chaconne’. In this 
new piece, I took JS Bach’s Chaconne as my starting point or ‘mother 
piece’, and used ornamentation and elaboration to create an entirely 
new piece, complete with meditative and energetic passages and subtle 
Oriental touches.

The overlays of added material are thick and fast, but the original music does 
peep through, if you are listening carefully.
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Example 8.11 J. Yu, Chaconnissima, bars 19–22




