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10. Pluralism

Bruce Cale (1939–)

Bruce Cale, a well-known name in jazz circles, is present here due to a single work: 
his Sonatina for Trumpet & Piano Op. 76 (1993). The composer says ‘this piece 
was composed with the student musician in mind. This work is as demanding 
for a professional musician to perform excellently.’ He is certainly not wrong 
there. Cale writes in what appears to be a quite complex style, partly, I suspect, 
because he attempts to notate the kind of offbeat rubato that is bread and butter 
to a jazz performer, but looks difficult on paper. The issue is further complicated 
by Cale’s sometimes strange spelling of the notes in the piano part especially, 
which complicates the reading aspect of the score; there are many bars that 
would look much simpler with some little effort. It seems that Cale is aware that 
there is a problem, for he says ‘[e]nharmonics: the player may rewrite part for 
their own ease of reading’. The work is in five short movements, and deserves 
to be better known in the concert repertoire. The piano part is predominantly 
chordal, and since Cale’s natural language veers towards bitonality, herein lies 
the root cause of his notational dilemma.

Moya Henderson (1941–)

There are a number of crosscurrents at play in Moya Henderson’s music: folk 
elements, concerns with Aboriginal culture, feminism and the role of women 
in Australian life as well as environmental issues. When I last wrote about her, 
I thought she was nudging minimalism, but this was more a reflection of her 
pianistic skills than an aesthetic. Her works using piano in a chamber context 
are more numerous, so the picture that is presented is more complete.

G’day Africa II: Mbira ground and G’day Africa III (1995), both for clarinet/
bass clarinet, viola, cello and piano, are bouncy, dance-like works, quite light in 
texture and substance, though not trite. The writing is transparent and linear 
and is marked by constant time change.
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Example 10.1 M. Henderson, G’day Africa III, bars 245–8

Larrikin’s Lot (for flute/piccolo, trombone, percussion and piano) is closer to 
home, dealing with episodes in early colonial life in Sydney. The titles and the 
varying scoring give some idea of the scope of colour in these seven pieces

1. ‘Beantraps’ (flute/piccolo, trombone, percussion, piano)

2. ‘Donahs and Clinahs along the Argyle Cut’ (flute, piano, percussion)

3. ‘Chucking a Dummy on the Salvos’ (amplified flute, trombone, percussion, 
piano)

4. ‘Treadmill’ (piano solo, with optional alemba)

5. ‘Up the Scrub-End of Bourke Street’ (flute, trombone, percussion, piano, 
optional alemba)

6. ‘Sorry Little Giggler’ (piano solo)

7. ‘Drawing the Crow’ (flute/alto flute, trombone, percussion, piano).

Additionally, the percussion is altered from movement to movement. The strange-
sounding titles are from nineteenth-century criminal elements and activities in 
Sydney. Snippets of popular song and hymn make appearances in the score. 
Like the ‘Africa’ pieces, these are light and cheeky in scoring and texture.

Nembutal Rock, for tenor and piano, is in a different world altogether: unbarred 
and bleak, the whole song exists in a drug-induced, numb world. The piano 
interjects very sparsely in this highly atmospheric song. ‘Tracker’s Song’ is not 
a song at all, but a transcription of a moment from Henderson’s opera Lindy 
(Act III), for viola and piano. A somewhat tangential but pertinent comment: 
Henderson’s opera, like just about every other opera by an Australian composer, 
has gone to that great opera house in the sky. It appears that we, on occasion, 
commission an opera and then forget about it, following a short run. But this is 
not the place for a diatribe on this painful subject, reflecting as it does lack of 
support from our government for Australian opera and, in any serious scope, 
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for Australian music. Henderson, earlier in her career, seemed destined to be a 
music-theatre composer, but I suspect that lack of opportunity in this area has 
forced her into other fields of composition. She is drawn to settings of words 
by some of our best writers, including Gwen Harwood, Dorothy Hewett, Bruce 
Beaver and Patrick White.

Henderson’s piano trio Waking up the Flies (1990) is ‘in four movements, but 
the fourth movement which is independently titled In and Off the Ground, may 
be performed as a separate work. In all four movements I explore the inner 
reaches of suffering and loss but without ever abandoning hope and even 
optimism’ (the composer writing in 1990). The word ‘ground’ in the trio refers 
both to the European tradition of ground bass, and variations built upon it, 
and to the closeness of the Aboriginal people to the ground, the Earth. The last 
movement moves from the lilting gaiety of an Irish jig to a lament. Henderson 
unifies the Irish and the Aboriginal by the tendency of both melodic lines to 
descend rather than ascend. A short analysis of this work appears in the study 
score issued by Grevillea Editions. Another trio, for bass clarinet, piano and 
viola, subtitled ‘Glassbury Documents No. 3’ (1984), with an optional tape part, 
uses what Moya Henderson calls ‘cross-hatching’ (a syncopated, hockett-like 
technique, referring to Aboriginal visual art). This is yet another example of the 
more serious side of the composer: lyrical and introspective. Finally, Wilderness 
Pieces (1995), for violin and piano, is a set of three, intended for student 
performers, bearing titles linked to bush scenery: ‘Serenity Sound’, ‘Cushion 
Plants’ and ‘Stoppers’.

Simplicius Cheong (1942–)

Simplicius Cheong, another fine jazz musician, has a variety of approaches to 
the jazz/classical divide. His Rhapsody for Violin and Piano (1997) is actually 
a set of variations on the Gershwin tune Embraceable You, with the violin 
playing a sometimes elaborate line over the piano’s basic harmonies of the song. 
Whether Cheong would choose to restrict himself to what is in the score would, 
I suppose, depend on the calibre of the solo violinist. In his Sonata for Alto Flute 
& Piano (1973), the composer allows the mellow wind instrument to often speak 
by itself, and the piano part tends to be discreet, with the composer preferring 
not to risk covering it with an overwritten piano part. It must be considered 
a welcome addition to the small repertoire for this instrument; an additional 
bonus is the interest inherent in the jazz idiom applied to a classical form. In the 
Sonata for Flute & Piano (1976), however, given a more piercing and powerful 
partner, the piano part is consequently lifted, and is often fierce and intense. 
The whole work, in fact, has an almost Schoenbergian complexity about it.
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Example 10.2 S. Cheong, Sonata for Flute & Piano, bars 11–12

Most of the piano part is written on three staves. Both the flute and the alto flute 
sonatas are in three movements of moderate duration.

Ross Edwards (1943–)

In 1995 Ross Edwards wrote a short introduction to his Maninya VI. Since 
Edwards’ Maninya series of pieces is amongst his best-known works, as well as 
being representative of his other compositions, I will let the composer speak for 
himself: 

In 1986 I completed a series of five instrumental and vocal pieces under 
the generic title Maninya. Two of the pieces (I and V), were later used 
in my violin concerto Maninyas. The title was extracted from the text 
of the first piece, Maninya I, for voice and cello, in which randomly 
chosen phonetic units are grouped together to form rhythmic cells. As 
I proceeded with the series the ‘word’ maninya, meaningless at first, 
began to connote, for me at least, certain characteristics of the maninya 
pieces [of] music I was writing: its chant-like quality, resulting from the 
subtly varied repetition of material within a narrow range of limitations; 
its static harmonic basis, the general liveliness of its tempi, and so on. 
The evolution of this ‘maninya-style’ may have been influenced by my 
sub-conscious absorption of a variety of non-western musics. African 
mbira music, for example, may be responsible to some extent for the 
characteristic terseness and angularity of the melodic shapes, while 
the manner in which these are woven together sometimes recalls the 
textures of Indonesian gamelan music. Some listeners have detected 
Japanese, Indian and Indonesian scales; others have considered the 
repetitive processes to be similar to those used to induce heightened 
awareness in much of the world’s functional religious music, e.g. 
Australian Aboriginal chant, Sufi ritual music etc. Far more important 
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an influence than any music, however, was the natural environment, 
a timeless continuum from which much of the structural material was 
distilled. I’ve found the ecstatic and mysterious sound-tapestry of the 
insect chorus in the heat of the Australian summer to be a particularly 
fertile source of inspiration, and this is manifest in the somewhat 
quirkish periodicity of some of my early music. Although its presence is 
more abstract in the maninya pieces, it remains the supreme generative 
force behind everything I write.

So there you have it. The Aboriginal-sounding word ‘maninya’ is a made up 
word, contrary to many listeners’ beliefs. The source of most of Edwards’ 
repetitive but irregular patterns is the call of insects; and he obviously seeks 
to re-imbue so-called serious art music with a sense of dance and lightness. 
Here, my observation is that not much of the music is actually as fast as he 
perhaps would have us believe; neither is there much real difference between 
the ‘maninya’ pieces and others. Edwards’ natural language seems to be a fairly 
simple and direct lyricism, modal or tonal by nature, but not always so. And 
the music is certainly easy on the ear; it presents little threat or challenge to the 
audience, and Australian audiences, especially at this time, are conservative. The 
repetitive patterns had, to my ears, in his earlier works, some affinity with the 
mantras of Messiaen—a favourite of Edwards’ teacher, Richard Meale; however, 
that is one influence he does not acknowledge, so I might be off the mark. In 
his Emerald Crossing (1999), for piano quartet, the modal melodic line is floating 
over a constant and recurring pedal of B in the piano. But even in the much 
earlier The Hermit of Green Light (1979, four poems by Michael Dransfield), for 
voice and piano, the idea of repetition is already present, although the language 
is more chromatic and perhaps closer to Messiaen than the later music. Here I 
should declare my hand and say that I find the earlier music more interesting 
than the later, even though there is obviously more polish and surety in the 
mature pieces. Once I opened the score of Maninya V, for example, and played 
the piano opening, one could predict what was to follow. 

Example 10.3 R. Edwards, Maninya V, bars 1–7
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Not that Edwards’ music is simple: it might sound and is in fact repetitive, but 
in notational terms it is quite complex to read accurately. The singer in the 
‘maninya’ pieces has to virtually learn a new vocabulary of pronunciations and 
be able to read it fluently; the text is not conceptual at all, and makes no sense, 
except in the reiteration of certain syllables. If one surrenders one’s ears, the 
result is like listening to a new language, which one does not know, and the 
meaning therefore is one imposed by the listener, not the composer. Edwards’ 
piano writing is unadventurous, so one tends to hone in on the vocal line. In 
the three-movement Piano Trio (1998), one can play through the score and 
hardly encounter an accidental; the piece is all ‘white’ notes. Incidentally, in the 
introduction to the work, the composer uses the word ‘maninya’ as a legitimate 
word and even defines it as ‘Australian dance/chant’. Clearly, the synthetic word 
has acquired a specific meaning for the composer, one that defines his own 
music. I looked at another early work, The Tower of Remoteness, for clarinet and 
piano, and once again found it more alluring than the later Edwards, recycling 
and quoting himself! Here, and in the last song of the Dransfield cycle, I found 
a Ross Edwards whom I regret having lost.

Alison Bauld (1944–)

Alison Bauld is a composer of the theatre and it is no surprise that her handful 
of chamber works is imbued with music theatre. Banquo’s Buried (1982), for 
soprano and piano, is in fact a setting of Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene, 
and the composer acknowledges a ‘powerful and idiosyncratic performance of 
the role by Dame Sybil Thorndike. The manner was operatic and perhaps, even 
then, unfashionable, but there was a “go-for-broke” spirit which made sense 
of the tragedy.’ The setting is ‘for all sopranos who enjoy a sense of theatre’, 
which probably means most if not all sopranos. The piano acts as a miniature 
orchestra; although this particular setting has no stage directions, a theatrical 
performance is absolutely screaming at one from the page. The Two Shakespeare 
Songs (1989–90) certainly do contain stage directions: both ‘Cry, Cock-A-Doodle-
Doo’ and ‘The Witches Song’ are powerful settings of Shakespeare’s words, and 
the second song is actually linked to Banquo’s Buried.
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Example 10.4 A. Bauld, ‘Cry, Cock-A-Doodle-Doo’, from Two Shakespeare 
Songs, p. 3, bars 25–2

Copy Cats (1987) is a trio for violin, cello and piano. It was probably written in 
memory of a departed cat, for the score says ‘in memory of Larry’; what spooked 
me a little was the date on the manuscript: 10 September, which is my birthday! 
Even this piano trio is heavily choreographed: all the movements of the players 
are indicated, and there is an addition of a ‘ghetto blaster’, pre-recorded by the 
cello. The composer writes ‘lusciously, with apologies to Dotzaner’ (a cultural 
reference that went over my head; it sounds like Bach to me!). The composer 
writes at the end of the piece that the trio ‘may be performed as a concert piece, 
without staging, and without a “ghetto blaster”’, but this is clearly not the full 
intent of this amusing and colourful piece.

Richard Hames (1945–)

Richard David Hames’ Dreamings (1991) is really a work for solo violin. I include 
it here for the sake of completeness, as there is a piano obligato part in the last 
movement. The composition consists of the following short sections: ‘Brolgas 
Dancing’, ‘Kaar—The White Cockatoo’, ‘The Morning Star’ and ‘Stringybark 
Creek’ (with a heavily pedalled piano part as background). The string part is 
quite complex and requires a full command of the various effects and advanced 
techniques now expected from string players. The other score that we looked at 
was A Solis Ortus Cardine (1975), for what seems to be trombone and piano; I am 
uncertain because the score does not actually give the instruments! As well, it is 
the kind of calligraphy that makes a performer hastily put it away as soon after 
opening it as possible. The layout, barring and general overcrowded appearance 
of the score look almost deliberately designed to put one off. Much of the piano 
part is set out on three staves, and the composer insists that all the metronome 
marks be strictly adhered to. I freely admit that I would not trust myself to hit 
crotchet = 58, crotchet = 76 or crotchet = 168 on the button, out of the blue. 
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The chant given on the title page is imbedded in the score in some places, but 
it was very difficult to make out where precisely. I am happy to confess that 
the work might be worthwhile, but am certain that it would need to be reset to 
make it just a little more practical and friendly.

Martin Wesley-Smith (1945–)

Martin Wesley-Smith is a kind of Australian Theodorakis, using an often 
quasi-popular/light idiom to convey messages that are connected to a theatrical 
gesture of social commentary and satire. He and his twin brother, Peter, have 
jointly, and over many years, created a unique body of works that has tackled 
burning social issues of the day. This parallel to the Gershwin brothers intends 
to go beyond mere entertainment and sometimes in their work a savage political 
message is left to the end, doubling its impact. Many vocal/piano works were 
published as extracts from shows, and thus the piano part is quite often close in 
spirit to a vamp, or is a reduction of a pit orchestra. The principal shows have 
been Boojum!, a full-length piece of choral music-theatre based on the life, work 
and ideas of Lewis Carroll. Songs for Snark-Hunters also comes from Boojum!. 
Other well-known works are Who Killed Cock Robin?, savagely touching upon 
environmental pollution, as well as Quito, in which the target is East Timor. 
There is much music for children, and Martin is also well known for mixed-
media and computer/electronic music—all outside the scope of this book.

Divorced from his brother’s words, the music still maintains a quasi-popular 
lilt, but is more liable to shift metres and accents. A good example of Wesley-
Smith’s instrumental approach is Oom Pah Pah, for flute/alto flute and piano, in 
which the basic triple feel is never allowed to get comfortable and is constantly 
disrupted by other durations such as 5/16, 5/8, 7/8 and 4/4.

Example 10.5 M. Wesley-Smith, Oom Pah Pah, bars 29–32

So, even without words, irony and unexpectedness are achieved, using the 
simplest means.
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Good examples of patter-songs taking the micky out of our political leaders 
past and present, with the piano once more employed in a vamping role, are 
Recollections of a Foreign Minister and Second-Hand Sale (2006). There are even 
songs such as Tommy Tanna and Our Andy’s Gone with Cattle that approach 
a folk-song idiom. The 1984 Snark-Hunting, for flute, electronic keyboards, 
percussion, cello and pre-recorded tape, is heavily into electronics and, I 
decided, was outside the scope of this book.

Of all the composers who, for one reason or another, cross over into popular/
jazz/dance rhythm, and so on, Martin Wesley-Smith seems to me to be the most 
accomplished and, more important still, has some burning issues to address.

Anne Boyd (1946–)

The oriental presence in the words of the song cycle Poems from Telegraph Bay 
(words by John Spencer and Jan Kemp) is probably the least overt in Anne 
Boyd’s output; but of course it is there, and, more importantly, not just in the 
words but in the way the words are treated. Composed in 1984, the cycle of five 
songs is strong thematically and the piano is often used, by its sheer repetition, 
to coalesce the music. The words have a Zen-like quality and, superimposed on 
the fairly simple piano part, Boyd creates a result typical of her output. I began 
with this work, because in every other that I looked at, the oriental presence 
was obvious just from the title alone, without hearing a bar of the music. So, 
when one sees pieces named Bali Moods from the late 1980s, the result is not 
unexpected. Anne Boyd is a flute player, so many of her chamber works are for 
flute and piano, although I believe she abandoned the concert platform quite 
a long time ago. She has long professed a kinship with Asia and has even used 
the word ‘Australasian’ to try to describe the place her music holds. The Bali 
pieces use the piano to imitate the sound of a gamelan; she says herself that 
the music ‘takes as its starting point traditional Balinese gamelan music and 
[is] written throughout in an equally tempered version of the pelog scale, one 
of the two predominant scale systems associated with Indonesian music. The 
“moods” of the title is also meant to imply “modes”.’ The repeated patterns of 
the piano=gamelan contain a hint of minimalist phasing between the hands 
and the flute. The flute is given unaccompanied cadenzas, and this gives an 
air of rondo form to the overall effect. Cloudy Mountain (1987) is also for flute 
and piano. This comes across more like a written-out improvisation than the 
more composed effect of the Bali pieces. The almost obsessive repetition of the 
piano arpeggios and scales is coupled with the endless crushed notes in the 
flute, creating an enticing work. The devices can be overworked of course and 
become mannered. Boyd, here and in other pieces, does skate close to the edge 
in this respect. Her Cycle of Love, for counter tenor, alto flute, cello and piano 
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(five songs in Don’o Kim translations from the Korean), does pursue the same 
type of rhapsody in the writing. She tends to stay within her chosen mode, 
and there is little intrusion of ‘outside’ pitches—that is, once a key signature 
or mode is declared, there are few accidentals. The cycle has two interludes for 
cello and flute, with the cellist using a plectrum for oriental colour, and the 
vocal line repeating when possible the same pitch succession. The occasional 
exposed parallel octave movement, as well as portamenti, all assist to this same 
end. The music reaches its zenith in the fourth movement.

Example 10.6 A. Boyd, Cycle of Love, mvt 4, bars 22–4

Goldfish Through Summer Rain (1980) is another work for flute and piano. 
Once again, a feature of the music is the very restricted pitch material and a 
mesmerising atmosphere caused by a certain static element in the music. In 
KaKan (1984), for alto flute, marimba and piano, the flute part is almost folk-like 
in its directness, especially in the first two movements. ‘Movement III’ is more 
aggressive and contains many time changes. The marimba and the piano are 
treated in much the same fashion; the fourth movement is scored for flute and 
marimba alone. Finally, I looked at Red Sun, Chill Wind (1980), yet again for flute 
and piano. The keyboard part here uses the extremes more than in Boyd’s other 
pieces, and, suddenly and surprisingly, there are a few clumsy and technically 
awkward bars for the pianist.

Robert Lloyd (1948–)

I have little to add to the brief mention of Robert Lloyd in my earlier book. 
Our search this time has thrown up only one piece. Starting from Zero is for 
vibraphone and two pianos, and treats all the instruments linearly, with single-
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note repeated patterns moving at a brisk pace. There are no pedal indications 
for the pianos, so one has to suppose that a dry flow is envisaged. There is an 
inbuilt ambiguity in the rhythm, dividing the given 6/4 bars into two groups of 
three as well as into duplets, all the while with quavers pattering away in a very 
typical minimalist perpetual motion. The dynamic and expressive range of this 
composition seems deliberately thwarted.

Margaret Brandman (1951–)

The composer is well known to me through her piano pieces, and here there 
were no surprises, as her style is consistent. Thus, Antics (1976), for flute and 
piano, is a set of three short pieces, which are light, frequently modal and of 
moderate difficulty. A song, Find My Own Place (1979), for voice and piano, 
apparently from a larger collection named Original Songs (a dangerous title for a 
composer, in one sense at least), is described as having lyrics by Cheryl Adlard. 
This immediately opens an expectation of a jazz-based song, and the expectation 
is borne out, with jazz chord symbols written into the piano accompaniment. 
This plugging into jazz practice further moves the song into the realm of cabaret 
and the popular-ballade genre. Permutations (1992), for clarinet and piano, is 
couched in a similar idiom, perhaps just a mite closer to the concert world. 
Songs of Love and Desire (2004, with words by Desiree Regina), for voice and 
piano, is the largest work by Brandman that I looked at. The composer now 
titles the work a ‘song cycle’ and the word ‘lyrics’ is not used. Labelling a 
work as a ‘song cycle’, however, does not automatically make it one! These are 
quite pleasantly melodic and harmonic, with predictable rhythms and chord 
progressions, though there are some nice tonal transitions. Since the composer’s 
language seems circumscribed, there is not much contrast between the songs. 
Like the very first song we looked at, these are sentimental—redolent of a 1920s 
nightclub. All the songs tend to be slow or at best slowish. The last piece we 
examined was When Spirits Soar (1997), for saxophone or clarinet and piano. 
Though slight in musical content, it is a pleasant piece, inspired by a course of 
reiki taken by the composer and attempts to portray a kind of inner tranquillity. 
The composer writes: 

The work is…through-composed…in four sections. The beginning 
and ending…in the Dorian mode are thematically related. The second 
and third sections present varying melodic ideas moving away from 
the modal tonality. A feature of the second section is the four-bar long 
descant pedal, held by the saxophone. The soaring melody lines and 
relaxed approach created by moving away from fixed time signatures, 
entrains the listener to breathe deeply resulting in a feeling of wellbeing.
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Gerard Brophy (1953–)

Gerard Brophy presents an image of a composer whose chamber music seems to 
divide into two distinct modes of attack, which he has pursued consistently and 
single-mindedly. His Breathless (1983), for three flutes and piano, uses the flutes 
to provide a wall of sound, with the flutes moving either in blocks or in quasi 
canons. The piano punctuates, but also participates in, the clouds of resonance. 
Characteristic of non-pianists, Brophy treats the keyboard as an extended 
xylophone, with little subtlety in the piano writing. Thus, in Glove (1995), for 
bass clarinet, cello and piano, the piano acts as drums on the whole. The texture 
of this piece is consistent: it is either loud and percussive or suddenly soft, with 
pedalled piano sound. The composer’s approach in many of the chamber works 
that I looked at is relentless in its sound construction, with the beat duration 
variable, but not the sound itself. Given that most of the piano writing is in the 
bass register, the overall sound of the piece is quite dark, given low piano, bass 
clarinet and cello. This approach persists for 40 pages. Is the piece too long for 
its content? Probably, but as always there is the factor of the performer. Brophy’s 
music requires a top level of performer, and they can make or break such a 
piece. All composers are vulnerable of course, but especially the ones who put 
all their eggs into one compositional basket, as this particular composer tends 
to do. Head (1988), for bass clarinet, piccolo and piano, is similarly violent, with 
a piano solo kicking off. Due to the choice of instruments, extreme textures 
are the inevitable result. Head is typical of the avant-garde of the time and its 
demand for top-level players if it is to succeed in performance. The piano is 
again favoured for short, sharp chords using quasi clusters as sound blocks, 
although here there is also the piano used in a softer fashion, with the wind 
now providing the staccato gestures. Like the last work described above, this 
one covers more than 40 pages of score. Like a dogged bloodhound, Brophy in 
these works will not let go until he has run what he feels is a full course with 
his combination. This characteristic might be either a compositional attitude or 
a trait of temperament—possibly the two combined.

With mFm (2002), for baritone/soprano saxophone, marimba, bass guitar and 
piano, a new sound emerges. There are some minimalist gestures as well as hints 
of jazz. The first movement, labelled ‘Modinha’, is an extended marimba solo, 
with much repetition redolent of minimalism, but pushing the material into 
fresh zones without mindless repetition, and even encouraging the performer 
to embellish the given material, although Brophy does not suggest how to 
embellish. The second movement, ‘Funk’, asks the performers to play ‘always 
in the groove’. Here I came across for the first time a compositional trait clearly 
enthralling the composer: all the instruments moving in parallel motion in 
exactly the same durations, forcing the ear to listen to the resultant timbres as 
much as to the actual pitches. In the third movement of this work, ‘Memoria’, 
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we are given reminiscences of the first movement with embellishment and 
commentary interrupting the flow of quotations. Rubber (1994), for piano, alto 
flute, bass clarinet and vibraphone, similarly requests a ‘swing groove’. It is an 
earlier work than mFm, and less bloody-minded, with the parallelism broken 
up to some extent with interpolations: long notes and legato phrases. The piano 
and vibraphone often move together and this requires sensitivity and delicacy 
on the part of the pianist.

The last two works we collected reinforce the emerging view of Brophy. His 
Sheer Nylon Dances (2000) features prepared piano (Brophy calls it ‘fetishised 
piano’) with violin and violoncello. The previous work named Rubber now 
comes to full fruition; even the performance indications are suggestive: ‘The 
piano is fetishised by the gentle but firm insertion of rubber wedges between 
the strings listed below.’ The movement titles are indicative of a change in the 
composer’s musical thinking

1. ‘…Cakewalk avec carillons lointains’

II. ‘…Voiles tunisiennes’

III. ‘…La gymnopedie engloutie’

IV. ‘…Danse d’extase’.

This and the prior work indicate a shift by the composer away from the hardline 
Italian avant-garde of his earlier years. The score still bristles with knife-edge 
time changes and precision demanded of the players, and parallelism is still 
a very strong feature of the mix. The final work that we looked at, Topolo—
NRG (2002), for baritone saxophone, double bass and piano, is indeed wholly in 
parallel movement (‘allegretto, always in the groove’).

Example 10.7 G. Brophy, Topolo—NRG, bars 1–3
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Brophy relishes the colour mix and match, rather than the possibility of 
counterpoint, of his instruments. We note—not for the first time—that the 
instrument choices tend to favour the lower register and thus darken the overall 
colour of his resultant scoring. Brophy is clearly a composer whose thinking 
has been gradually shifting over the years, and will no doubt continue to move.

Richard Vella (1954–)

Duo No. 1 for Cello and Piano: Sonata (1994) is the major work by Richard Vella 
that we selected. It appears to have been revised a few times, and in its present 
form is a major work for the combination, extending to 430 bars. It begins 
with the sound of all the open strings of the cello being plucked in a particular 
rhythmic pattern, which keeps returning as a reigning refrain. Between these 
open-string pizzicati, little melodic fragments are interposed. By the time the 
piano enters, the raw material of the whole piece has already been announced. 
The piece is initially given the key signature of G major, and although I cannot 
state that the piece is in G major, it is typical of Vella’s music that some tendency 
towards a tonal centre is present. The opening sound featuring perfect fifths 
creeps its way into the piano part and then begins a slow and gradual process 
of evolution, with the open fifth ever present, but becoming less obvious as 
changes begin to occur. The composer had something akin to variations in mind, 
as the composition is signposted with double bars indicating a fresh ‘variation’ 
and a change of mood and tempo. One such variation has both instruments 
playing continuous semiquavers. Gradually, the density of the piece thins and 
the piano has the last say in a lyrical statement of the material. This level of 
remorseless control over the thematic material is also present in Five Studies 
on a Trombone Melody (1988), for flute/alto flute/piccolo, oboe/English horn, 
trombone, vibraphone/marimba/glockenspiel, piano and optional baritone 
voice. The six movements, which are titled and numbered, make the variation 
clear, in this fashion

1. ‘Melody’

2. ‘Layering’

3. ‘Scherzo and Trio!!’

4. ‘Chords’

5. ‘Mosaic’

6. ‘Unison Melody’. 

The baritone appears only in the final movement, singing words by Georges 
Bataille, taken from his Eroticism: Death and sensuality. If no baritone is 
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available, there is an instrumental option for the last movement, which is really 
a reprise of the opening melody. The titles give an idea of the process involved 
in each variation. I am uncertain why Vella added the exclamation marks to the 
scherzo and trio title: it is in strict ABA form, and perhaps the composer was 
stressing the unusualness of such a procedure in the late twentieth century?

Memory Pieces is a work written sporadically over a number of years. It is from 
a series named Studies in Music Theatre, and is suggested as suitable for a solo 
piano recital. The forces required are piano, pre-recorded tape and male speaker, 
and it would indeed break up the often-stifling formality of a piano recital. 
There are five movements

1. ‘A piano reminisces (1979)…’ (piano solo)

2. ‘Czerny (1982)…’ (piano and tape)

3. ‘Mazurka Europa (1985)…’ (piano and tape)

4. ‘You Must Remember This (1982)…’ (piano solo)

5. ‘Beethoven (1985)…’ (piano, male speaker, pre-recorded tape).

The composer’s notes on the movements are instructive and amusing:

The tape part for ‘Czerny’ is a recording of ‘Dial-a-time’ made from the 
Telecom service. The piano part is based on Czerny’s Op. 299 No. 1. The 
tape part for ‘Mazurka Europa’ is a cut up/mix of four piano accordions 
playing a traditional folk song called ‘The Firefly’. The tape part for 
‘Beethoven’ is a mix and overlaying of three different recordings of 
Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ (1st Movt.). The speaker in ‘Beethoven’ 
begins to speak after the pianist finishes ‘You Must Remember This’. He 
should be seated amongst the audience as inconspicuous as possible as 
if he is an audience member. It may be necessary to have the speaker in 
‘Beethoven’ talking through a microphone as if he is a stand up comic.

Tales of Love Suite (1990), for clarinet, cello and piano, consists of the following, 
all drawn from Vella’s opera Tales of Love.

1. ‘Tango’

2. ‘Duet’ 

3. ‘An Ecstatic Interlude’.

The tango also exists in a version for clarinet and piano; the wind player has 
to cope with some multiphonics, and the pianist needs to wear a glove with 
the fingers cut off due to some required loud glissandi. The pieces are quite 
attractive, but, out of context and without knowledge of the opera, they are less 
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crafted than the other works we have described above. I should at least mention 
Vella’s Three Songsfor Piano and Voice: 1) ‘Rain Poem’ (1978); 2) ‘Ryokan’ (1977, 
both with words by Michael Dransfield); and 3) ‘A Woman’ (1983, words by Jane 
Berland). These are all very short and concentrated, with the piano providing a 
delicate and discreet backdrop to the vocal line.

Carl Vine (1954–)

Elegy (1985) is described by its composer, Carl Vine, as written ‘for a friend who 
died unexpectedly in 1985’. The work is cast in a single movement with the 
following four sections

1. ‘Reaction’

II. ‘Reflection’

III. ‘Rhythmic Explosion’

IV. ‘Elegy Proper’. 

It is a score that clearly shows Vine’s compositional technique and preferences. 
The work is scored for flute/piccolo, violoncello, trombone, piano four-hands 
(first player doubling organ DX7) and percussion. The sound of two pianos or 
one piano four-hands makes sporadic appearances in Vine’s output; it is clearly 
a sound he likes—perhaps a relic of the days when he was part of the Flederman 
Ensemble and there were two pianists available within the ensemble, or just 
an acoustic preference? Here, in the Elegy, as in many of his works, one can 
generalise by noting the importance of strong rhythmic beat, as well as the 
technique of overlapping ostinatos, sometimes of different cycle lengths, or else 
of using an ostinato to set up the beginning of a work or section of a work, 
and then beginning the procedure of overlaying the base ostinato. Thematically, 
there seems to be a preference for fourths and fifths, closely followed by sevenths 
and perhaps ninths, all comfortably sitting within the grasp of a pianist’s hands. 
Vine was—and perhaps still is—a fine player, so his approach to the piano is a 
result of being an active practitioner for many years. If one adds to this mix his 
experience with dance theatre, you have the core influences on his musical style. 
Vine was not a romantic pianist, and approached the instrument in what I would 
perhaps dub a ‘neo-classical’ way, with a certain detached objectivity. The Elegy 
is a deeply felt work, and the sound of the DX7 organ adds an unexpected dash 
of colour. We were aware, too, of a piece called Everyman’s Troth, for viola, 
violoncello and clavichord, but this is clearly not a piano part per se, although 
at a pinch it could be performed on one.
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The suite from the ballet score Hate (1982) is for French horn, trombone, 
percussion and two pianos. Piano one lays down the ground ostinato built in 
fourths and the layering technique takes over again. The dry, punchy sound of 
two pianos playing cross-rhythms in staccato articulation is vintage Vine.

Example 10.8 C. Vine, Suite from Hate, bars 105–8

This two-piano figuration comes back with varying instrumental 
superimpositions. The sense of the work’s dance origins is present for all to 
hear. I am not certain, personally, whether this translates totally successfully to 
the concert platform.

Miniature III (1983) is an important piece in Vine’s output. I will let the composer 
speak for himself: 

The work is in three linked sections, each exploring a different principle 
of rhythmic organisation. In the first, continuous semiquavers are 
placed in a variety of groupings to create a constantly varying pulse. 
The second section is written as a constant 2/4 metre over which finger 
cymbals accentuate complex subdivisions of the beat, while the final 
section centres on a rhythmic ostinato of 3/4+3/16. Each section revolves 
around a series of cyclic harmonic patterns linked by bridge passages, 
most of which serve to change the tempo by metric modulation.

The fabulous trombonist in the Flederman Ensemble was Simone de Haan, and it 
was for him that Carl Vine wrote Occasional Poetry in 1979. Here the piano takes 
a somewhat subsidiary role, with widespread arpeggios over which de Haan 
is left free to play his melodic line. Yet another resultant work from Flederman 
was Scene Shift, with the favoured piano four-hands, trombone and double 
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bass. Once again, the sound is dominated by both pianos playing fast staccato 
quavers, often repeating bars and patterns a number of times. This is another 
work transplanted from the dance theatre, this time a ballet by Micha Bergese.

Sonata for Flute and Piano (1992) uses the flute to set up the ground ostinato 
whilst the piano enters staccato against it. Much of the first movement is used 
to explore four against three rhythms. The flute part is effective and brilliant. 
The slow movement is framed by cadenzas at either end, with a more regular 
middle section. The last movement is very fast, and this time the piano sets up 
the ostinato. Again, we are in the world of perpetual rhythmic movement.

Finally, there are some miniatures. Love Me Sweet (1993), for voice and piano, is 
from the incidental music to the TV mini-series The Battlers, arranged for solo 
voice and piano. Similarly, from Poppy (Act 1, Scene 1) is a one-page song for 
soprano and piano: ‘On s’Angoisse’. In 1976, Vine attended a summer school for 
choreographers, and as a result there survive two of 10 pieces composed during 
the school: Slaughterhouse (for two pianos and voice, another one-page piece 
employing aleatory techniques) and Tempi, for two violins, viola (or piano) 
and violoncello, in a similar vein, obviously dashed off under pressure. The 
composer says of this last piece that ideally a string quartet should be used. I 
include all these trifles merely for the sake of completeness.

Elena Kats-Chernin (1957–)

What does one say about a composer who is widely known and played, who 
must be deemed successful (at least on some levels), but whose music has been 
stuck in a rut for a good many years? Hints of all this were already present 
some years back when I last wrote about her, and I desperately hoped that 
something would alter and that, with a drastic shift, something bold and new 
would appear on the Australian music scene. Alas, that was not the way it went. 
When I picked up the fairly thick file of music by this composer and began to 
play through the pieces, my worst fears were realised: endless rags, endless 
arrangements of her hit, Russian Rag, followed by yet more rags, tangos, waltzes 
and countless occasional pieces. I happen to think that Elena is enormously 
gifted and a thoroughly trained composer, with huge reserves of technique, 
which she is squandering on trifles. Her hit rag is now 15 years old, and surely 
it is time to change something, and not fall for the easy applause that a lazy-
eared public bestows upon her. Sometimes, her own titles betray what she 
must know is happening—thus, a set of violin and piano pieces is named After 
Dinner Music. Within the program descriptions of this collection, the composer 
refers to ‘the harmonic language of the music of 1920s Russia’, as well as to 
a ‘palpable sense of nostalgia’—elements that I had already pointed out. The 
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interminable patter of broken arpeggios, which is a Kats-Chernin hallmark, 
appears everywhere, often used to fill up space where there is a paucity of 
musical ideas, and that gives an illusion of substance and, at times, a sort of 
polyphony, whether in Augusta’s Garden Waltz (2004), for bassoon and piano, 
or Pink-Breasted Robin in Silvery Light (2006), for clarinet, cello and piano. The 
songs from Bombshells (2004) (four songs published separately) are given with 
chord symbols, and obviously suggest improvisation and filling out. Colours of 
the Sea (2004), for alto flute, violoncello and piano, also pursues this tendency 
to make a busy texture without changing much, and in the middle of this piece 
one can watch the process build up and die down. There are glimpses of a more 
sombre and serious Elena at times in this trio; she is sporadically present as well 
in Charmer’s Apprentice (2002), for oboe and piano—the finest of the pieces that 
I played through, and the most substantial, although there was also much that 
was facile and slick. I was left hoping, as I said at the start, that the glitzy façade 
would eventually wear out and expose something more profound underneath. 
For a start, she is a very gifted orchestrator—and that is a start that not many 
composers have naturally.

Mark Pollard (1957–)

If, in my last book, I expressed some doubt about grouping Mark Pollard with 
some other minimalists, a look at his chamber music was convincing proof that 
he never belonged there in the first place. There are reasons why he appeared 
in that company, and I will elaborate on them below. From 1997 comes the 
very successful A Portrait of Elsie May (To the memory of Helen Wilkinson), for 
soprano or mezzo-soprano, oboe, clarinet, trumpet, trombone and piano. The 
composer was commissioned to write a work for the Port Fairy Spring Festival 
of that same year; he chose to find material for this solid 20-minute piece in the 
pages of the Port Fairy Gazette of 12 October 1887, thus ensuring that the first 
performance of this piece would occur 100 years after publication of material 
from the gazette. I will allow the composer to speak for himself:

The work exists in five parts. The first is an instrumental prelude. The 
second is based on the text for the obituary of Elsie May Best who died 
of consumption at the age of twenty years. I found the text the most 
‘moving’ and it thus became the source for the title. The third part 
is based on one of the many advertisements for herbal remedies that 
cover the Gazette. In this case the ‘ad’ for Beecham’s Pills is used. The 
fourth is based on the report of the stockholders meeting for the local 
steamship company reflecting on the demise of the steamship business. 
The final movement is taken from the editorial concerning the elections 
and particular[ly] one of the candidates, Mr Thomas Bent. The sound for 
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‘a portrait of elsie may’ is inspired by the ‘Gamelan’ music of Java. This 
music has informed much of my recent composition and seemed highly 
appropriate for this composition.

The first movement is an instance of how Pollard might be taken for a minimalist: 
the gamelan-like semiquaver movement of the piano part is based on a small 
number of notes, and there is thus a superficial resemblance to what is normally 
labelled minimalism. But the notes, though limited, are not exactly repeated 
in the same manner, nor are they always predictable. Furthermore, their range 
evolves and expands. Over this, the composer gradually builds up a chorale-like 
movement from the other instruments; eventually, the motoric element ceases 
and the voice is superimposed over this quasi-chorale instrumental texture. 
The setting of the Beecham’s Pills advertisement was probably irresistible given 
the later musical connections of this product to a famous conductor. The ‘ad’ 
is delivered in spoken rhythmic speech punctuated with dramatic chords, 
highlighting the totally outrageous claims made for this well-known product. 
The report to the stockholders is sung to a two-bar undulating piano part in A 
major. The final movement neatly returns to the opening gamelan figure as well 
as to the widely spaced chorale idea in the instruments. The movements are 
played non-stop.

Three other scores that we gathered are all earlier compositions: Spirits of 
Innocence (1990) is scored for flute doubling alto flute, piccolo, clarinet doubling 
bass clarinet, violin and percussion (one player: vibraphone, glockenspiel, 
marimba and piano); Thrice Removed (1985), for alto flute, piano and cello; and 
To Cast a Shadow (1986), for trombone and keyboards (celeste, harpsichord, 
piano—one player). These early works demonstrate that Pollard’s beginnings 
were not in minimalism, but rather in a mainstream avant-garde, with strong 
theatrical elements built into the music, and a healthy dose of extended playing 
techniques woven into the score. The placement of instruments was important 
to the composer—sometimes asking for separation, sometimes the opposite. 
Complex counterpoint is a feature, but it rubs shoulders with seductive 
mormorando effects in the first piece, later fragmented in a dramatic fashion. 
The second piece demands extended techniques from the flute and cello, and 
some theatrical frozen movement after certain gestures. Continuous semiquavers 
occur in this work, and perhaps some of these morphed into gestures resembling 
minimalism in later works. The last piece is very demanding for trombone, once 
again pushing the limits. The keyboard player has to be adept at switching 
from one keyboard to another. Here, once more, a sense of perpetual motion 
is suggested in a swirl of regular semiquavers, which appears to be a signature 
gesture of the composer, at least in these works.
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Colin Spiers (1957–)

Colin Spiers seems to be less of a minimalist in his chamber music than in his 
solo piano works, although much of the minimalist ethos remains obviously to 
the fore in these works too. We looked first at The Day of Death and Dreams 
(1989), for tenor and piano, setting words by Patrick White—a sort of concert 
aria or cantata in its scope; the work covers 35 pages. It begins with a passionate 
piano solo comprising grandiose chords requiring a massive stretch if they 
are meant to be played without arpeggiation. You can always tell whether a 
pianist is writing the piano part in any given piece, and Spiers is declaring 
here, loudly and boldly, that he is a pianist and that the piano is an integral part 
of his world. The words are set in varying ways, but there is a fair amount of 
parlando singing and recitative freedom; Spiers also enjoys melisma and here it 
is at times positively baroque in its application. As in his music for solo piano, 
the figures that Spiers uses come very much from the past: long stretches of 
quite conventional arpeggio patterns, as well as many scale runs, some quite 
difficult and sometimes in both hands, in both similar and contrary motion. 
There is some free notation but it is not applied as much here as in some other 
works. What are unusual are the sheer bulk and prominence of the piano part. 
A favourite texture of the composer is pulsing quaver chords—another habit 
derived from his minimalistic leanings. It is especially prominent in his Elegy 
(1993), for viola and piano, with the piano maintaining a constant throbbing 
A-flat or G-sharp, depending on the key signature, which, curiously, is in seven 
flats or seven sharps, for which I do not believe the viola player would have 
extended profuse thanks. That apart, this is a fresh take on the romantic elegy 
genre, of which there are so many examples in the piano repertoire.

Eulogy (1989), for tenor, cello and piano, is similar in scope to the Patrick White 
setting. The cello this time is given the honour of opening and closing the piece, 
which sets words by Thoreau. The piano part is quite like that of the White 
setting, and Spiers again demonstrates that he is not inclined to treat the cello 
and piano as mere accompanying instruments, but instead as equal partners in a 
concertante role. The patterns in the piano tend to stay fixed for long stretches, 
as we have come to expect from this composer, and the type of pattern is fairly 
consistent.

The largest chamber work to come our way is the innocuously titled Fantasy, 
for viola and piano, which now extends to 69 pages! It opens, again, with a big 
piano cadenza, gradually building to alternating hand octaves and fast scale 
runs. The viola does not make an appearance until page seven. The favoured 
quaver pulsing is there in the piano. Sometimes the roles are reversed in that 
at one time, the viola has a long section of reiterated semiquaver sextuplets, 
while the piano plays quite broadly and melodically under them. After this role 
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reversal, there is another piano cadenza, which includes continuous right-hand 
runs in double thirds. The viola eventually is also allocated a massive cadenza. 
It slowly dawned on me that, in a way, Spiers is an Alkanesque composer: he 
works on a large scale, and will milk the material as long as he feels there is a 
drop left to be squeezed out of it. He thinks naturally on a larger than normal 
scale, and I do not believe that he sets out deliberately to write a ‘big piece’. It 
seems natural to him. We find this again in his cello and piano sonata of 1999. 
There is nothing particularly new to discover in it, although the slow movement 
is largely cadenzas for the two instruments, so once again the angle of virtuosity 
is pushed beyond what one would expect in a duo sonata. The last movement is 
marked by asymmetrical rhythms and fast-changing bar durations in relentless 
semiquavers. But I must add that the technical demands, though of a high order, 
are not extreme, and everything is playable and clearly set out. The language is 
non-threatening, almost predictable. Given the scale of all these works, I found 
it difficult to give a music example that would convey the totality of the music.

There remain three shorter works with curious titles. Nsj (pronounced ‘nistch’, 
according to the composer) was written in 1995 and is for clarinet, basset-horn 
and piano. The composer grappled with a combination of free notation and strict 
traditional notational approaches. There are four dense pages of performance 
notes in which the composer struggles to make his intentions clear. This creates 
a complicated interplay and tension between the two systems. Spiers uses 
repeats of sections, indications of time in seconds and, sometimes, indefinite 
pitch against totally notated other parts, simultaneously. The wind instruments 
are amplified. In Uwg (pronounced ‘oodge’, 1993), for viola and piano, the point 
of the piece is repetitions of short bars and gestures. Although it seems short 
by Spiers’ standards (39 pages), one has to take into account the fact that just 
about every bar is played a number of times, sometimes as many as four times. 
The tempo is fast. Here again, the viola is amplified, and I wondered whether 
this is a notion that could be entertained for the huge viola and piano piece, 
as the piano part is often huge, and the viola is so easily covered? The third of 
these oddly named pieces is Zyj (pronounced ‘zidge’, 1993), for trumpet and 
piano. This piece concerns itself with the sort of asymmetry that we already 
encountered in the last movement of the cello sonata. Spiers is an interesting 
example of a minimalist-inclined composer who is an unabashed romantic in 
language and instrumental writing, providing a sometimes-heady mix of old 
and new.

David Joseph (1954–)

Two instrumental works represent David Joseph here. Fanciful Fancies (1991) 
is scored for clarinet, viola, cello and piano. The piano part is difficult and 
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extravagant, and is possibly meant for the composer himself (or the composer 
identifies the piano with himself)—not that the other instruments are spared! 
This quartet is glittery and colourful; it contains absolute cascades of scales and 
arpeggios, and the overall sound is an exuberant impressionism. Whether more 
than 400 bars of this approach is too long is a question that can be answered 
only in performance. But this propensity in Joseph I had already mentioned 
before, writing about a work for solo piano. His Piano Trio (1987) is broken up 
into three movements, so the frenetic atmosphere of the outer movements is 
interrupted by the slow middle movement; Fanciful Fancies is in one continuous 
movement with little relief from the overdrive.

Graeme Koehne (1956–)

There was only one work by Graeme Koehne for me to look at that fitted this 
book’s scope. It was a set of three songs of Byron for voice and piano. Like all of 
Koehne’s mature music, this is backward looking and, though effective enough, 
would be comfortable at the end of the nineteenth century. I do not necessarily 
wish to open this particular can of worms, but there is an aesthetic question 
here concerning revisionist composition and whether it is desirable and has a 
place in the twenty-first century. I do not know definitively, but my heart says 
that the answer is ‘no’. It might be something for the reader to ponder!

Mark Isaacs (1958–)

Isaacs is a very fine jazz pianist whose ‘art music’ shows unmistakable signs 
of his activity in the jazz world. I looked at the following pieces: Cantilena, 
for bass clarinet and piano; Elegy (1987), for cello and piano; Memoirs (1986), 
for vibraphone, percussion, piano and bass marimba; Mirage, for flute and 
piano (originally named Interlude: three pieces for viola and piano called ‘Night 
Song’, ‘Lullaby’ and ‘Dream Chant’); and finally, Songs of the Universal (1995), 
for clarinet, viola, violoncello and piano. The short pieces especially are prone 
to be very similar: sophisticated jazz harmony permeates them all, with a lazy, 
even indolent beat lurking among the slower pieces. The larger works do, 
naturally, contain faster music. Memoirs is an example of Isaacs tackling a larger 
form. Although only eight minutes long, the work demands quite an array of 
colourful percussion (including a police whistle!), and its subtitles suggest an 
attempt at contrast by the composer—thus 
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I. ‘Extension’

II. ‘Rumination’

III. ‘Projection’ 

IV. ‘Direction’. 

Isaacs writes a first movement in a fairly flowing moderato. The second, from its 
very heading, is the slow movement of the work. The third, almost inevitably, is 
the scherzo, and is fast and boisterous with many time changes; and the last is 
a brief but energetic wind-up of the whole piece. The work for flute and piano 
is an exception in that, though short, it is energetic and brilliantly projected 
throughout. The manuscript date is unclear, but looks like 1975, which would 
make this an early piece by the composer; the piano part is busy and showy and 
is obviously meant for the composer himself. The work has not been published 
and deserves to be better known. The most substantial work we found by Isaacs 
was written for the Perihelion Ensemble. It was inspired by Walt Whitman’s 
Song of the Universal, and each movement has a short quotation from Whitman 
as its motto.

1. ‘Come said the Muse, Sing me a song no poet yet has chanted, Sing me the 
universe.’

2. Soothing each lull a strain is heard, just heard, From some far shore the final 
chorus sounding.’

3. ‘Over the mountain-growths disease and sorrow, An uncaught bird is 
hovering, hovering, High in the purer, happier air.’

4. ‘From imperfection’s murkiest cloud, Darts always forth one ray of perfect 
light, One flash of heaven’s glory.’

5. ‘And all the world a dream.’

Like most of Isaac’s music, here the textures are uncluttered and the chord 
progressions suave. The opening of the third movement is a piano solo and 
neatly encapsulates the essence of the composer’s compositional and pianistic 
approaches.

Example 10.9 M. Isaacs, Song of the Universal, mvt 3, bars 11–15
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Nigel Westlake (1958–)

It is little wonder that Nigel Westlake is so much in demand as a film composer: 
he has the ability to evoke an appropriate atmosphere and colour within a few 
bars. Take for instance his Jovian Moons (2001) in four movements, each named 
after one of the moons of Jupiter

1. ‘Ganymede’

2. ‘Europa’ 

3. ‘Callisto’ 

4. ‘Io’. 

The work is written for the strange and dangerous combination of guitar and 
piano, and poses various traps for the composer, unless the guitar is amplified 
beyond sounding like an acoustic instrument, which I am certain was not the 
intention, as Westlake has been ultra-cautious—and with good reason—with 
the balance of the duo. It is, by its very nature, a limited possibility acoustically, 
but here, in the first movement, with the piano slowly descending, Westlake 
creates a feeling of mysterious space without becoming overly conventional and 
corny, as the topic has been tackled in so many hundreds of films, with varying 
success. The piano plays mostly single notes, pianissimo, with the pedal kept 
down to create a resonant space; it is treated in a most circumspect manner, with 
due regard for the tessitura question constantly kept in mind. A Messiaen-like 
mantra holds much of this first movement together, ending with a long pedal 
on the note E slowly moving like a pendulum in octaves. The second movement 
is a little more active, with some contrapuntal and quasi-canonic imitation in 
evidence; the piano is still moving in single notes. By the third movement, the 
writing for piano has moved to soft chords. Here the guitar combines with the 
piano in this very still combination of chords, and a lovely sound is achieved. 
Mind you, the ‘space’ music colouration does become a wee bit tiresome after 
a while, with the pedal constantly down, and either the wide spacing or the 
close ostinato unremittingly present. But in the last movement, with the guitar 
playing loud chords, a climactic moment does occur. It is a fascinating attempt 
at a combination that will be attempted very rarely, at least with acoustic guitar.

Westlake’s trio for violin, cello and piano comes from 2003. It begins in close 
canon, and then shifts to the more usual melody with accompaniment. But some 
powerful passages using unusual octave doublings lift the music out of the 
ordinary.
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Example 10.10 N. Westlake, Trio, for piano, violin and cello, mvt 1, bars 
57–8

The piano is treated linearly. In the very slow second movement, Nigel again 
invokes the spirit of Messiaen, with the softly reiterated throbbing chords in 
the piano, like the end movement of the Frenchman’s Quartet for the End of 
Time. A climactic mantra, written in 5/16 and memorable, is gradually arrived 
at.

Example 10.11 N. Westlake, Trio, for piano, violin and cello, mvt 2, bars 
46–8

As to be expected, the last movement is more brilliant. For pianists, Westlake 
has an irritating habit, making it plain enough that he is not a keyboard player. 
Single notes on the piano are usually distributed between the hands by the 
composer, even if the player alters it here and there; similarly, there is no point 
in bracing semiquavers moving a long way apart on the same stem. It is both 
annoying and confusing to the eye. Westlake is a brilliant clarinetist, and a 
virtuoso on the bass clarinet, so we partly forgive him, but it is an unnecessary 
trait. There is an exciting passage in fast semiquavers in the strings, punctuated 
by piano chords at the peak of this movement.
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Example 10.12 N. Westlake, Trio, for piano, violin and cello, mvt 3, bars 
23–6

The trio ends softly and slowly in a moving farewell coda. I was interested to 
scan another work for piano trio entitled Urban Myths (2001). Unfortunately, 
this is the first movement of the piano trio, apparently first published separately.

Phillip Wilcher (1958–)

We gathered a number of this composer’s chamber works. It would be easier 
to comment on them as a group, as Wilcher’s style and output tend to be 
homogeneous.

I looked at: Ave Maria (1995), for voice and piano; Blue Glaze, five short pieces 
for flute and piano; Brouhaha (2000), for cello and piano; Down by the Salley 
Gardens (1998, Yeats), for voice and piano; Elegy (2007), for bassoon or cello 
and piano; Incantation (1998), for violin and piano; and Pavane (2004), for flute, 
cello and piano.

Wilcher is essentially a composer of light music who appears to have strayed 
a little into the concert milieu we are exploring in this book. His music is 
consistently diatonic: once the key signature is put in place, there is hardly an 
accidental to be seen. There is almost no change of rhythm or bar duration, or, 
indeed, even of tempo. His music therefore is easy on the ear and, even when it 
moves quickly, as in the cello and piano piece, the harmony remains static. Nor 
is there much feeling for drama. In the setting from Yeats, when there is clearly 
an emotional time bomb imbedded in the final lines, neither the vocal line nor 
the accompaniment shifts, but continues their tranquil way to the end. It is only 
in the violin and piano piece that something new appears to stir.
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Example 10.13 P. Wilcher, Incantation, bars 41–8

This is, however, an aspect of Wilcher that is unusual. I am only drawing 
attention to it as a possibility that the composer might yet move away from his 
thus far well-trodden path.

Nigel Sabin (1960–)

Nigel Sabin’s minimalism is close to the New York school, which seems to have 
spawned adherents all over the world. Points of Departure (1991), for clarinet/
bass clarinet, violin, viola and piano, is characteristic of his music. Since a journey 
is depicted, the movement titles are: I) ‘Embarkation’; II) ‘Resting Point’; and 
III) ‘Arrival’. The first movement begins with an instantly rapid groundwork 
of semiquavers from the piano, with a gradual superimposition occurring from 
the other instruments, which then settle into their own obsessively repeated 
ostinatos, creating essentially a thick web of F-sharp major triadic sounds with 
extra notes. The patterns change a few times, with the piano usually initiating 
the changes by lapsing from a tight tremolo-like figure to a repeated arpeggio 
figure. The role of the other instruments also changes somewhat, taking 
on a more melodic and polyphonic role; a few such shifts occur. The second 
movement is very slow and is cast for viola and piano, subtitled ‘In Memoriam 
Peter George’; but with the third movement we are back into the more expected 
minimalist world, although the composer does explore some less rigid methods 
of notation. The Sabin thick mass of sound is a signature technique.
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Example 10.14 N. Sabin, Points of Departure, mvt III, figure 17, p. 16

Incidentally, it appears that the middle movement can be performed separately 
as a viola/piano solo.

I also looked at Inner-City Counterpoints, for clarinet, viola, cello and piano. 
Also in three movements (fast-slow-fast), this work did not reveal anything new 
compared with the prior score.

Barry McKimm (1941–); Ian Farr (1941–
2006); Penelope Thwaites (1944–);  
Martin Friedel (1945–); Ian Cugley (1945–); 
Andre Oosterbaan (1947–); Claudio Pompili 
(1949–); Michael Barkl (1958–); Stephen 
Benfall (1957–); Warren Burt (1949–);  
Michael Whiticker (1954–)

Collecting hundreds of scores and sifting through them, it is inevitable that one 
comes across separate works by composers that need to be at least mentioned 
and listed, even if there is no other music by the same composer for this book. I 
include of few such pieces at this juncture.

Barry McKimm writes in a tonal, late-romantic idiom, although not overly 
chromatic. The piano parts can be quite ornate, but not difficult to read, as their 
harmonic basis is always clear. We have seen an Andante Tranquillo that exists 
in versions for either tuba or viola and piano (1997), a Concert Piece (1983), for 
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viola or flute and piano, and a Rhapsody (1981), for tenor trombone and piano; 
this last was, for me, the most absorbing of the works gathered. He knows his 
instruments and there is always a sense of colour present.

Ian Farr’s Four Rimbaud Songs, for voice and piano, on the other hand, are at the 
opposite end of the spectrum. The songs—1) ‘Jeune Goinfre’, 2) ‘Sensation’, 3) 
‘Fete Galante’, and 4) ‘Lys’—are vintage avant-garde post–World War II, now 
sounding mannered and a bit weary. The piano writing is characteristically 
pointillist.

Penelope Thwaites’ A Lambeth Garland (To honour the restoration of Lambeth 
Palace garden) (1986), for soprano, alto, tenor, baritone and piano duet, would 
not have been out of place if it had been written 100 years earlier. Set out as a 
cycle of short songs, it is redolent of Victoriana

1. ‘The Lambeth Waltz’ 

2. ‘A Gardener’s Song’ 

3. ‘Song of a Scotsman’ 

4. ‘An English Rose’ 

5. ‘The Wildlife Garden’ 

6. ‘Reprise: The Lambeth Waltz’. 

Various voices and soprano, alto, tenor, bass (SATB) are mixed within the songs. 
This cycle, as well as Thwaites’ Psalm 19 (1973), for voice and piano or organ, 
does make one wonder about relevancy, without meaning to be unkind. Vijay’s 
Fable (1994), for piano trio, does little to dispel these impressions, although 
at least a free-flowing sense of rubato is created by the violin often playing 
quintuplets against the 4/4 D drone in the piano.

Martin Friedel’s Fragment from Sonata for Clarinet and Piano (1979) made me 
wish that he had completed the work!

Ian Cugley, who was well known to me in the old days in Hobart, has left for us, 
as a portion of his small compositional legacy, Three Little Pieces for Clarinet and 
Piano (1971). As with all of Ian’s music, these are delicately crafted tiny pieces, 
perhaps inspired by the Berg pieces. They have subtitles—I) ‘Leaps’, II) ‘Little 
Fingers’, III) ‘Counting’—which demonstrate the essence of each piece.

In a similar vein, 10 years later (1981), we have Andre Oosterbaan’s Three Haiku 
for Flute and Piano. Like Cugley, Oosterbaan puts an actual haiku text in front 
of the respective pieces. I have two copies of the work: one typeset and the 
other probably the earlier original manuscript version. On the manuscript, 
the title is different. It says Sonata for Flute and Piano, but the music is the 
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same. The haikus are present in both versions. These are a little more muscular 
and wider in scope than the Cugley pieces. The language of both composers is 
related: a free-flowing chromatic modernist flow, with widespread gestures in 
the Oosterbaan pieces. Wind players should really rediscover both of these sets.

The only music that we could locate by Claudio Pompili dates from 1991, and 
consists of two songs, entitled Wandrers Nachtlied I & II for high female voice 
and piano. The words are by Goethe. The settings emulate German lieder, are 
highly tonal and are written in a way that would currently be described as 
‘postmodern’. I cannot quite understand the tag, since most pieces so described 
seem to be looking back rather than forward. Perhaps they should be called 
‘pre-modern’?

Michael Barkl is another modernist (in a more correct sense), this time with 
a penchant for perpetual motion—an incessant movement of music with few 
rests. Witness as an example Fuellstimme (1981), for vibraphone, marimba 
and piano, wherein the parts move in rhythmic parallel, the piano right hand 
blending with the other two percussion instruments, whilst the piano left hand 
acts as a punctuating part, with jabbed, well-spaced chords; it is only in the last 
few bars that the texture suddenly thins and the piece is over. Night Words: The 
ravishing (for voice and piano), on the other hand, is closer in spirit to cabaret, 
with the voice at times employing Sprechstimme, and the piano supplying a 
dreamy, lazy background of smoky nightclub atmosphere. This also exists in a 
version for viola and piano as well as other instruments/piano. This is somewhat 
curious, as I would have thought that the meaning of the words is central to 
the impact of the piece; however, composers are constantly tinkering with their 
own music as well as with music by other composers. We have done this for 
centuries, and who am I to quibble over such a long tradition? Barkl’s Romance 
for Piano with Clarinet, Bassoon, Violin & Cello (1977) combines elements of 
both of these worlds, with the composer using the effect of keeping the third 
pedal down through dry figuration. The other instruments sometimes have 
approximate notation only; at other times they double the melodic piano line, 
or interject. Rota (1981), for violin, cello and piano, is in the traditional fast-
slow-fast, three-movement format. It begins in a pointillist style, but much of 
the work returns to the world of Fuellstimme, with massive parallel motion in 
all parts. An encore piece for flute and piano, Twenty-Five Felicitations for the 
AMC, has the piano playing a quasi-boogie bass with sharp interjecting chords 
in the mid-range of the instrument, with the flute strutting its stuff above all 
this. The piece is 25 bars long and presumably was written for the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the Australian Music Centre.

Barkl has fulfilled roles as community composer-in-residence as well as the more 
conventional commissioned composer writing for established ensembles. In 
1986 he was in Orange, NSW, in his first capacity, and one of the results was 
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a work called An Orange Blitz, for unison voices, keyboard, bass and drums. 
Most of this is merely the simple vocal line, with the rest only hinted at via 
chord symbols. The numbers making up this set of songs are amusing: ‘Out 
of Nowhere’, ‘Mechanical Chant’, ‘303 Rifles’, ‘Mixed Cocktail’, ‘Davo’s Diner’ 
and ‘Gold!’. A work still using chord indications, but with much more actually 
written out, is Blue Music, for electric guitar, bass guitar and electric piano. I 
do not know anything about the history of the piece, but suspect that Barkl is a 
pragmatic composer and wrote for an available ensemble, with certain reading 
skills; the work is crafted accordingly. It exhibits a restless counterpoint 
interspersed with standard chords from the jazz world. The players would need 
special competencies, with a foot in both worlds, so to speak, to play this piece 
convincingly. In 1984 Barkl was commissioned by the Seymour Group, for which 
he composed Ballade. The scoring is for flute, clarinet, vibraphone, piano, violin 
and cello. The instruments are listed here as given by the composer, moreover, 
this is the order in which they appear in the score itself. Playing through it, it 
is at once apparent that the sextet consists of three groups of two, and that the 
instruments work in pairs—that is, the two wind, the vibraphone and piano, 
and the two strings. The Seymour Group often worked with a conductor, and 
maybe that is how this piece was realised; however, given a good ensemble it 
should have been possible to play it without a baton, but it would need more 
rehearsal. The writing is ceaselessly polyphonic and complex, with entries on 
upbeat semiquavers and the like. Barkl extracts much colour from the group, 
and frames the entire work with an opening and ending by piano solo. I would 
expect that the seating of the ensemble would mirror the pairing of instruments, 
as it would certainly make life easier for everyone. Since Barkl obviously enjoys 
the odd pun, it should not surprise us that there is a tiny (perhaps encore?) piece 
named See More Music. This is for a similar ensemble and is set out in a similar 
fashion: flute, clarinet, horn, percussion, piano, viola and cello.

Speaking of encore pieces allows me to neatly segue to Blues at Eleven (1996) by 
Stephen Benfall. As the title suggests, this piece is 

in slow blues style and in 11/8 time. The original version for viola and 
piano was written for Helen Tuckey, violist with the West Australian 
Symphony Orchestra, who asked me for a blues piece for her students. I 
have since prepared other editions of the work for flute, clarinet. Eb and 
Bb saxophones, and violin—all equally suitable for the private studio 
and concert platform. 

This piece was a surprise for me, having looked at the composer’s music for solo 
piano; it does not represent the composer in a broad sense. Much closer to my 
expectations is the Sonata for Oboe and Piano (1987). This is a complex work—
bristling with difficulties for both players—in five short movements. The main 
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problems have to do with coordinating the rhythmic groupings between the 
instruments. This is not for everyone, but a good performance of this work will 
leave an exciting impression!

Warren Burt, as usual, provided some of the most thought-provoking and often 
diverting scores during the writing of this book. 63 Whispers in Memoriam 
Morton Feldman (1989), for clarinet, drums, viola, bass and piano, is, as one 
would expect, a series of short, soft events, mostly disconnected—a real tribute 
to what we now instantly recognise, rightly or wrongly, as ‘the Feldman style’. 
The composer gives us no clue as to how the music was put together, but quite 
often Warren is involved with technology to a greater or lesser degree. Another 
piece with a Feldman-like approach is From the Dreambooks: November eighteenth 
(1980), for trombone and piano. In A Vassar Piece for the Bardic Tradition (1983), 
Burt insists that the program note be read aloud to the audience before the piece 
is played, ‘in order to establish a context’. The note says:

This piece is another spin-off from my ongoing investigation into creating 
programs that compose. A process was set up on a very large analog 
synthesizer system. This process selected pitches and rhythms according 
to certain instructions I programmed into it. Note that although I set up 
the process, the machine itself made actual decisions as to which pitches 
and rhythms it played. Large-scale decisions controlling the form of the 
piece were made by me interacting with the synthesizer program while 
the tape was being made.

The piano part was generated by a computer program that selected 
pitches using the same process as the synthesizer, but applied them 
to different gestures. The program printed out information that 
was transcribed into score form. While the printout was occurring I 
interacted with the program, changing values to shape its output, just as 
I had done with the synthesizer while it was being recorded.

What this piece is ‘about’ is setting two extremely similar processes in 
motion on two different machines and seeing how their results compare. 
Will chords generated by the synthesizer appear in the computer-
composed piano part? Over the course of the piece, will the two parts, 
piano and tape, appear as united or separate? I wrote this piece because 
I was curious to see if any interactions would occur between the two 
programs. As a listener, then, the question is not ‘Is the musical output 
of these two systems interesting?’, but rather, ‘Do the unique outputs of 
these two systems exhibit (show) any hearable relationships, and if so, 
what are they?’
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I have chosen to quote Burt’s note in full since it is provocative and challenges 
some basic assumptions about the compositional process. Six Political Piano 
Miniatures (1990–92), for piano and speaking voice, is a kind of chamber music 
in that the pianist also speaks. The pieces are essentially political protest and a 
demand for change. The titles speak for themselves, as it were

1. ‘War is a Dumb Idea’

2. ‘1492–1992: 500 years of genocide and colonialism’

3. ‘All Nations—hallucinations’

4. ‘Fact’

5. ‘Yuppie Feeding Frenzy—a portrait of the 80s’

6. ‘Act up!’.

The piano part is often violent and deliberately verging on the unplayable in 
one instance.

In comparison, Michael Whiticker, in his song cycle Love’s Blazing Fire (1991), 
for mezzo-soprano, baritone and piano, with available versions for soprano and 
tenor, treats the keyboard in a much kinder way. The cycle, with text taken from 
the Song of Solomon in the Old Testament, consists of six songs

1. ‘Black as the Raven’, for mezzo-soprano and piano

2. ‘You have Ravished My Heart’, for baritone and piano

3. ‘Behind Your Veil’, for mezzo-soprano, baritone and piano

4. ‘With the Moisture of the Night’, for mezzo-soprano and piano

5. ‘My Beauty, Do Come’, for mezzo-soprano, baritone and piano

6. ‘Love’s Blazing Fire’, for mezzo-soprano and baritone. 

The use of available forces is not just for colouristic contrast, as it also provides 
the composer with thematic references between songs. The piano parts are quasi 
minimalist—that is, they restrict themselves to groups of notes and patterns, and 
the changes that occur with repetition are not huge. The vocal part is treated in 
a similar way, although a little less mechanistically. Long arches of melody are 
not Whiticker’s choice of vocal writing; the voice is treated in short bursts of 
phrases, aping the brusque gestures of the piano (though there are exceptions to 
this treatment). A similar technique is applied in his 1988 trio Min-Ame. Here, 
the accent is on beats of uneven length; there is much rhythmically parallel 
writing and doubling. The patterns reiterate themselves as a kind of mantra, 
except that the repetitions are never totally predictable. This short trio does 
succeed in producing a hypnotic spell upon the listener. In an earlier work, 
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Korokon (1983), for violin and piano, Whiticker works in a more organic fashion, 
so that the instrumental parts become more and more heavily decorated with 
fioratura upbeats as the piece progresses.




