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ABSTRACT

The question of cultural identity in New Zealand literature, visual art and music has
been an important one for many decades.  New Zealand’s relative isolation, sparse
population, short history and colonial past have all contributed to a heightened
national awareness of, and sensitivity to, its cultural condition.

This study aims to explore, with an analyst’s eye and ear, notions of national style
through a group of orchestral works.  Contemporary critical musicology, which
flourished in the 1990s, typically integrates various frames of reference and suggests
that analysis be framed in the broader cultural context of a work’s genesis and
performance.  Examining the ways in which New Zealand’s notions of national
identity have affected its artistic production, this study considers claims that the
particular environmental conditions of the land have imprinted themselves onto the
nation’s music.  Furthermore, it investigates claims that New Zealand’s remote and
open spaces have generated perceptible effects in the nation’s musical style, while
also asking whether the purported importance of the landscape is not actually a myth
which sits alongside the nation’s other myths of identity.

The literature regarding notions of ‘musical space’ is surveyed, bringing to light a
number of musical elements which may connote space.  Seven New Zealand
orchestral works, composed between 1976 and 1995 and signalled by the composers
as having some connection with the land, are found to share musical features, thus
suggesting a national style insofar as ‘landscape’ works from this period are
concerned.  I then examine the works for ‘space’ elements, to investigate whether
there are identifiable elements which connote a ‘sense of space’ in New Zealand
music.

A corollary of this belief in a national style is that any influences at work from New
Zealand land(scapes) on New Zealand music will produce different musical results
from those at work from other land(scapes) on music in other countries.  After
noting the most prevalent musical elements in the New Zealand works, four
comparable ‘landscape’ orchestral works from other countries are also discussed, in
order to offset and contextualize the New Zealand findings.

This is the first detailed study of New Zealand music that has investigated national
style, concepts of landscape-in-music, and musical space through analytical
examination.  It thus contributes to the small but growing body of New Zealand
musical studies, and to an overall picture of New Zealand cultural identity.
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INTRODUCTION

The question of New Zealand cultural identity is a hot topic; indeed to the visitor or the

returning New Zealander it can appear to be a national obsession.  Certainly, when I

returned to New Zealand in 1994 after spending nearly nine years living in the United

Kingdom, I found a country whose national media and advertising companies saturated

their output with the words ‘New Zealand’, ‘New Zealander’, ‘kiwi’, ‘our people’ and

the omnipresent ‘we’.  For a time I was left somewhat bewildered.  Was the nation

seeking constant reassurance that it counted on the world stage?  Did ‘we’ really believe

that the New Zealandness of something or someone was of prime importance?  Was this

the proudest nation, or one with the lowest morale imaginable?  Was its morale so low

that it habitually acted defensively, as a result of a deeply ingrained ‘cultural cringe’, or

was it just so far away from everywhere else that it simply didn’t think the rest of the

world counted any more?

New Zealand sociology lecturer Avril Bell interprets New Zealanders’ obsession with

who they are as a sign of insecurity: ‘Because we are so unsure of ourselves, we tighten

our grasp on the characteristics we believe are unique.’1  This national self-

consciousness is not limited to the everyday or the mundane, it is commonly applied to

everything, including music.  In an attempt to specify New Zealand qualities in music,

many music critics and commentators have made rather loose references to a ‘sense of

space’ in the music, partnered with claims for the music’s evocation of—or response

to—the New Zealand landscape.  Composers, too, often assert that the landscape has

influenced their work, and make claims for a distinct New Zealand spaciousness.  There

is a common view that the wide open spaces of New Zealand have somehow

subconsciously affected composers, while they in their formative years or while they are

writing, and that the results may be clearly perceived in their music.  There have,

however, been few attempts at explaining where, within the music, these spaces and

effects of landscape might be located.  As a returning musician I found the claims too

loose, lacking in obvious or direct connection to the music.  A more analytical approach

to the question of New Zealand identity in music seemed overdue.

1 A. Bell interviewed by staff reporter Amanda Spratt, Herald on Sunday (NZH), 22 May 2005, p.23.
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The face of music analysis changed and diversified in the 1990s, placing stronger

emphasis on the human element.  Critical musicology in the new environment draws on

a range of disciplines and frames of reference to inform its methodology, broadening the

musical analysis by reframing and repositioning it in a wider cultural and social

panorama.2  The principal studies of New Zealand music which predate this one do not

have cross-disciplinary backgrounds of this type, and I am appreciative of those

musicological studies which have served as exemplary models for focused

musicological research while drawing on a wide range of disciplines in support of their

inquiry.3

Music analyst Kofi Agawu has explored the ways in which the rise of so-called ‘new

musicology’ has affected musicologists’ idea of where analysis belongs in a study of

musical works.4  Noting that ‘not all branches of musicology are directly concerned

with the experience of music’, Agawu explains that ‘attending to the archive [...] of

musical works is [...] impossible without analytical mediation...’ and that most analysts

are concerned with ‘inquiry into the structure of “the music itself”.’5  Pointing out that

comprehensive guides to analytical techniques did not appear (in English, at least) until

the 1980s, he reminds us that when, in the 1990s, the position of analysis in

musicological inquiry came to be challenged and the gap between the musical and the

extra-musical came to be problematized, it was a young discipline which was being

challenged in this way.6

‘New musicology’ is characterized by Agawu as ‘eclectic and selectively pluralistic’7

and explained by Lawrence Kramer as too diverse to be considered a school.8  What

new musicological approaches appear to suggest is that one may no longer consider

2 Lawrence Kramer in particular has brought many areas of research close together for the purposes of
positioning musicological findings; for example in ‘The Mysteries of Animation: History, Analysis
and Musical Subjectivity’, Music Analysis, v.20 no.2, July 2001, pp.153-178 he addresses the
relationship between music and subjectivity, and in order to do so he considers Jakob Grimm’s theories
regarding humans and language, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s theories regarding speech and song, Jacques
Lacan’s and Slavoj Zizek’s psychoanalytical theories, Leo Tolstoy’s thoughts about Frederic Chopin’s
music, and G.W.F. Hegel’s thoughts about interior resonance and listening.
3 These models include, for example, writings by Susan McClary, such as ‘Narrative Agendas in
‘Absolute’ Music: Identity and Difference in Brahms’s Third Symphony’ in Musicology and Difference:
Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship, ed. R. Solie. Berkeley, 1993, pp.326-344.  They also
include Nadine Hubbs’s The Queer Composition of America’s Sound: Gay Modernists, American
Music, and National Identity. Berkeley, California, 2004; Leo Trietler’s ‘Language and the
Interpretation of Music’ in Music and Meaning, ed. J. Robinson, Ithaca, 1997, pp.23-56; and Andrew
Mead’s ‘Physiological Metaphors and Musical Understanding’ in Journal of Music Theory, v.32, no.1,
Spring 1999, pp.1-20.
4 K. Agawu, ‘Analyzing Music under the New Musicological Regime’, The Journal of Musicology,
v.15, no.3, Summer 1997, pp.297-307.
5 ibid., pp.297, 298.
6 ibid., pp.298-299.
7 ibid., p.300.
8 L. Kramer, ‘The Musicology of the Future’, Repercussions I, 1992, pp.5-118.
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musical works as having ‘nuggets of identity’ or ‘irreducible essences’; there are no

‘single grand narratives’, but rather we must consider works to be situated in a

constructed, fragmented, and relative framework.9  Yet this does not tell us how to situate

analytical findings, nor indeed how to perform analysis in ways that are free of

conventional bias; in particular, it does not tell us how best to use the ‘surplus of detail

that theory-based analysis produces.’10

Agawu suggests that a range of innovative and productive approaches to this question

are exemplified in work by musicologists not normally considered ‘new musicologists’

as such, yet whose work has broken new ground and developed new models; these

studies include David Lewin’s diverse writings, Charles J. Smith’s considerations of

multiple meanings through the harmonic dimensions of a work, and David Lidov’s

exemplification of meaning formation through musical repetition.11  Thus analysts have

not been entirely unresponsive to calls for musicology to be socio-culturally positioned.

Likewise, in this study I am also concerned with positioning analytical findings from a

body of work in ways which contribute to an understanding of the music as social

discourse, and in doing so through attention to the detail of musical expression and

experience.

Before this study was undertaken, the most substantial attempts at identifying New

Zealand musical character through analysis—especially the music of Douglas Lilburn—

had been made by Philip Norman in his PhD dissertation ‘The Beginning and

Development of a New Zealand Music: The Life and Work (1940-1965) of Lilburn’, by

Lee Martelli in her MMus dissertation ‘Solo Piano Music in New Zealand in the

1960s’, and by Fiona McAlpine in a number of papers and articles which examined

Lilburn’s style, particularly his pitch processes.

General concern with New Zealand musical style may be traced back to Lilburn, whose

music and thinking strongly influenced the New Zealand compositional scene.  When

he presented his talk (later named A Search for Tradition) at the first Cambridge

Summer School in 1946, Lilburn precipitated a widespread desire amongst those New

Zealand composers who wished to find a way in which their music could be relevant to

New Zealand society and its communities; evidently, Lilburn was addressing questions

that had been burning in many New Zealand composers’ minds.

9 K. Agawu, ‘Analyzing Music under the New Musicological Regime’, The Journal of Musicology,
v.15, no.3, Summer 1997, p.301.
10 ibid., p.304
11 ibid., pp.305-306.
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In New Zealand, there had been a strong nationalist movement in visual art and literature

which gathered strength in the 1930s, and Lilburn’s call to composers in 1946 was in

accord with this general movement.  The painters’ response to the harsh New Zealand

light and the appending of ‘signatures of place’ to such works appear matched by

composers’ responses to ‘a sense of space’ and the positioning of New Zealand

landscape centre-stage.12  By the 1970s, in many areas of national culture including

visual art and literature, the nationalist agendas seemed to be fading away.  Yet I found it

necessary to consider the possibility that, at least up until the mid-90s, they had not

altogether faded in music.  Lilburn stressed the need for a local tradition in music,

together with the perceived risk to national identity if New Zealand composers were to

acquiesce to those international forces that would create a globally homogeneous music.

After nearly half a century, these ‘risks’ were still being avoided, and not just by

composers but also by local commentators; the criteria by which New Zealand works

were being evaluated were not being used in any parallel considerations of music from

elsewhere.

Seeking to reveal ways in which New Zealand composers might develop locally relevant

approaches to composition, and in accord with New Zealand artists of other disciplines

at that time, Lilburn stressed the importance of the landscape in contributing to the shape

of a unique national musical tradition.  This idea was not entirely new—both Percy

Grainger and Ralph Vaughan Williams had quite obviously influenced Lilburn’s

thinking along these lines—but through his own efforts and passionate beliefs,

combined with his presence in New Zealand, Lilburn had a far more direct and powerful

effect on the country’s compositional attitudes.  These attitudes have gradually evolved,

but their legacy has persisted in various guises beyond the end of the 20th century.

In 1995 it seemed to me that the time had come for the question of New Zealand musical

style to be re-examined through detailed analysis together with a detailed picture of the

notional constructs of place and identity which surround the music’s production,

focusing on key notions such as landscape and space while acknowledging that these

things are always in a state of flux.  Targeted analysis is thus used in order to explore

the ways in which New Zealand musical style may be identifiable, be partly identifiable,

or may not be identifiable at all in the music and not merely in a rhetoric which

surrounds it.

12 The phrase ‘signatures of place’ was employed by Francis Pound for an exhibition of place-related
New Zealand painting at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in New Plymouth, New Zealand, in 1991.
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In order to discuss national style in music, it is also necessary to consider what the word

‘style’ can mean.  Writing in 1985, the musicologist Naomi Cumming considered the

extent of this question within the context of musicology and compared a number of

views from across the 20th century.13  Examining Arnold Schoenberg’s distinction

between ‘style’ and ‘idea’, she concluded that in his definition ‘style’ is somewhat

superficial, describing the way a musical idea is presented and borne in the work, as well

as the ways in which the various ‘ideas’ are disposed towards each other, whereas a

musical ‘idea’ was synonymous for Schoenberg with such terms as ‘theme’, ‘melody’,

‘phrase’ or ‘motive’.14   Harmony was also considered by Schoenberg to be a

peripheral (and thus stylistic) aspect of a work.

 Cumming also considered Hubert Parry’s concept of style as ‘the general flavour or

aspect of organization. [...] the outward effect of form in detail [...] yet not form but

something which subtly emanates from it.’15  This integration of ‘style’ and ‘form’

was found by Cumming to be common also to other approaches by Leonard B. Meyer,

Edward Cone and Jan La Rue.  The idea of creating stylistic categories in order to

consider together a group of works which have something in common—be that their

composer, their genre, or perhaps their country of origin—requires a more complex or

expansive notion of style in order to embrace the inevitable divergences which occur

within such groups of works.

Cumming has compared La Rue’s comparative purpose—whereby only exceptional or

distinctive traits are sought and common traits discarded—and Charles Rosen’s

‘approach to the relationship between the normative and individual sides of the concept

of style’, and found Rosen’s view opposed in that instead of focusing on qualitative

differences he considers qualitative similarities between works to be the qualifying

criteria for inclusion in a particular ‘style’.16  Meyer has taken this assessment of

similarities further, devising hierarchical levels of identity between works in order to

compare works which share the same musical syntax.  These assessments of stylistic

groups and identities rely on the gathering of recurrent or invariant aspects as that which

defines a style, or levels of style.  Both approaches—a consideration of similarities as

well as a consideration of differences—have, as I shall explain later, contributed to the

ways in which New Zealand style is considered in this study.

13 N. Cumming, ‘What is Style?’, Studies in Music no.19, 1985, pp.1-13.
14 A. Schoenberg, Style and Idea. London, 1950.
15 H. Parry, Style in Musical Art. London, 1911, p.105.
16 N. Cumming, ‘What is Style?’, Studies in Music no.19, 1985, p.7.
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As a background to an analysis-based stylistic exploration, and in keeping with the

methods developed by critical musicology, I have taken a fairly wide view of New

Zealand’s cultural history in order to explore more fully the pressures and forces at

work on the country at large, and to understand the context of statements made by

leading figures in the country’s artistic life over the past few eventful decades.  In

particular, I have drawn out an analysis of the cultural myths which pervade the cultural

scene, and surveyed some of the claims for influence on—and representations of—land

and landscape which have appeared across the range of New Zealand’s artistic output,

suggesting that landscape sits alongside other New Zealand ‘myths of identity’.  This

cultural survey is relatively short and primarily intended as background and support for

the musicological inquiry which follows, yet in itself I hope it will also offer a new

contribution to the wider field of New Zealand studies.

This cross-disciplinary picture of cultural identity, which includes a survey of the relative

importance of landscape notions across New Zealand’s art forms at large, provides

background for a consideration of the cultural context in which New Zealand’s

musicians work.  Additional contextualization also requires discussions of nationalism

in music, landscape in music, and the ways in which the conscious and the subconscious

play a part in composerly intentions and decisions, all of which combine to provide a

detailed and wide-ranging background for the analytical work which follows.  I have

also drawn comparisons between New Zealand and Australia at certain points in the first

two chapters of this study, as the two countries share a similar post-colonial history,

language, and position in the South Pacific, with comparable historical and race relations

issues concerning First Peoples and European colonization.

Chapter 3 provides another essential block of supporting material for the consideration

of New Zealand style via its broad-based inquiry into the nature of musical space,

drawing on work from a number of relevant disciplines including physics, psychology

and philosophy.  By considering writings on the subject by overseas commentators and

composers as well as considering New Zealand writings about (and claims for) space in

New Zealand music, concepts of the ‘sense of space’ in New Zealand music are

investigated and brought into a wider frame, whereby suggestions for there being

‘more’ or ‘less’ space are replaced with some identification of which aspects of musical

space appear more or less applicable to New Zealand musical output.  One may not be

able to arrive at a precise definition for the New Zealand ‘sense of space’, but it is

possible to propose a bundle of musical characteristics which appear to connote

spaciousness in New Zealand music.  This bundle, in turn, provides further material for

the analytical work which follows from Chapter 4.
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In choosing a group of works which could be examined analytically to provide

information about style, a number of considerations were taken into account.  First, in

order to focus on New Zealand works which were most likely to encapsulate or exhibit

this New Zealand style it was important to select works written by composers who had

spent most of their creative life in New Zealand, and who composed the works while

living here.  Thus it was necessary to exclude a few very interesting possibilities such as

Gillian Whitehead’s Resurgences (1989), on the grounds that Whitehead left New

Zealand in the 1960s and did not return to make New Zealand her principal home until

the mid-1990s.

Because New Zealand musical style is believed by many to be influenced or partly

instilled by the landscape, then it should follow that the national musical character to

which the landscape is reputed to be a contributor would be particularly abundant in

those works which have an acknowledged or overt connection with land or landscape in

some way.  The connection may be to a specific landscape or a more generalized

concept of the land, to an actual geographical entity or an imagined one; the range of

notional connections has proven to be remarkably varied.  I have selected works which

carry such connections via their titles and associated commentary from the composer,

while ensuring a spread—geographic, stylistic, and aesthetic—of works and composers.

It has also been necessary, in order to make collective observations of any substance, to

focus the analysis on works which come from a similar time period and genre of

composition.  Comparisons across genres will always tend to say more about the

differences between the genres than between the particular works.  Orchestral music was

chosen—including works for chamber orchestra—as the medium offers the widest

possibilities for timbral exploration within acoustic music, and may thus present a more

comprehensive range of composerly techniques for timbral evocation of, or responses to,

the landscape.

One might at first think that a worthwhile investigation into New Zealand music could

perhaps focus on the differences between landscape-influenced music and music which

is free of influence from the landscape, however there is a flaw with any such

investigation: part of the treasured belief in the power of the landscape on the nation’s

musical output is the belief that the influence operates to some extent in ways which are

unavoidable, sometimes subconscious, and thus not necessarily recognized or

understood by the composer at the time of composition.  If this is the case, then there

can be no such thing as entirely landscape-free New Zealand composition, so

distinctions between New Zealand landscape music and New Zealand non-landscape

music might as well not be attempted.
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Much as a wider survey across a range of New Zealand musical styles, genres and types

could have provided more information, the analysis and the sifting of analytical results

would have proven unwieldy.  Rather, I have chosen to illustrate and explore the cultural

construct called ‘landscape’.  I selected the period 1976-1995, partly because a 20-year

period effectively represents a generation in the life of the New Zealand composition

scene, partly because John Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire (1976) stands out as one of the

more significant New Zealand works of its time, and not least because I embarked upon

this study in 1996.

Statements about New Zealand’s particular style (in any area, not just in music) often

seem to be made in order to set New Zealand apart, and make claims for its special

qualities.  When I examined the small field of existing detailed research on the subject

of New Zealand style in music I found it had been restricted to an exploration of New

Zealand works alone.  This study recognizes that the identification and recognition of

prevalent features found in a group of New Zealand works may go some way to

exploring the nation’s style (at least as it is manifest in music of that time period and

within that genre), particularly if one takes Rosen’s approach to shared traits as the

identification of style.  The consideration of (Rosen’s) similarities and (La Rue’s)

differences would both appear to be informative, however, and it is only by using

comparisons, as suggested by La Rue, that any claims can be viably suggested for a

particularly New Zealand style.  If Avril Bell (above) is correct in surmising that New

Zealanders are concerned with what is specially of New Zealand then claims made for a

particular New Zealandness carry an implicit structuralist ‘us/not-us’ opposition.  Thus

La Rue’s ‘differences’ may be considered important, and so I chose finally to highlight

the New Zealand works by situating them in an extra-New Zealand context.

For the comparison, then, alongside the seven New Zealand works which I have

investigated, there are four works from Australia, England, the United States and

Canada.  Comparisons with a work from each of these countries seemed most

appropriate for a first foray into such comparisons, on the grounds that Australia, the

United States and Canada share much of New Zealand’s ‘new world’ social and

historical background, and England was—by many New Zealanders—considered until

recently to be the ‘mother country’.

Like the New Zealand works, the works for comparison are all orchestral, all have

land(scape) references in the title or the extra-musical considerations of their

composition, and were written between 1976 and 1995.  It is not intended that this be

considered a scientific comparison, with experimental set and control group, as the

number of works is necessarily too small for the results to be treated as statistical data.
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Rather, the comparisons with overseas works are intended to give a sense of how the

features in the New Zealand works sit alongside comparable non-New Zealand works,

particularly since comparisons of this type have hitherto not been attempted in any detail

for notated music from this country.  In this respect, the research is again breaking new

ground in New Zealand classical music studies, and mirroring a comparative analytical

style more common in such areas as ethnomusicology and popular music studies.17

The most valuable resources for insights into New Zealand compositional behaviour and

the local musical scene are the Composers Association journal and yearbook,

CANZONA, dating back to the Association’s beginnings in 1974, and William Dart’s

Music in New Zealand, a semi-regular journal-magazine which first appeared in 1988.

The latter has proved a particularly rich source of historical material and critical opinion,

and has been a key resource in my exploration of the nation’s musical scene.

For the pitch analysis I have used the nomenclature from Allen Forte’s Set Theory as

the most widely recognized method in post-tonal music for demonstrating pitch

relationships and groupings.  Rhythmic analysis has been performed on a case-by-case

basis, partly due to there being no standardized procedure for rhythmic analysis.  As

certain rhythmic, durational and formal features (such as Fibonacci relationships)

appeared in a number of the works, these in turn became targets for my inquiry.  As well

as noting any other salient features which seem prevalent, I have also sought in each

work those characteristics which might connote space or spaciousness, as discussed in

the survey of musical space presented in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 I present detailed analyses of the seven New Zealand works, and in Chapter

5 I list those features which are identified by these analyses and note the extent to

which—and the ways in which—each of these features appear in each work.  From

these features, I compile a preliminary profile of New Zealand style.  Elements which

might connote space, as identified in Chapter 3, are also sought in the New Zealand

works.  In Chapter 6, I consider the non-New Zealand works, looking at occurrences of

the features enumerated in the New Zealand style profile as well as a parallel

consideration of their musical spaciousness.

I do not claim that this investigation is a rigorous scientific survey, as its sample size is

necessarily very small, and music does not readily lend itself to such a scientific model.

This study does, however, provide a new approach for the examination of cultural

17 An example of this sort of comparative study is Jon Fitzgerald’s ‘Lennon-McCartney  and the Early
British Invasion, 1964-6’, in The Beatles, Popular Music and Society, ed. I. Inglis. New York, 2000,
pp.53-85.
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elements in New Zealand music by virtue of its grounding in both music analysis and

the principles of critical musicology, together with its being enhanced by comparisons

with works from elsewhere.

There are many other avenues which could be explored from the points raised in the first

three chapters of this work, but for practical reasons were not be pursued in this study.

For example, a fruitful development of the work comparing the New Zealand and

Australian cultural and musical situations is suggested by the material presented in the

first two chapters.  Furthermore, as compositional approaches and attitudes develop and

music technologies expand, it is inevitable that current definitions of musical space will

continue to be challenged; the material in Chapter 3 may contribute to further work in

that area.

In the years since 1996, during which a ‘new generation’ has arisen in the New Zealand

composing scene, varying compositional styles have proliferated, and there has been a

remarkable increase in the capabilities of performers who regularly perform

contemporary music.  The establishment of such groups as the professional

contemporary chamber ensembles 175 East in 1997, and Stroma in 2000, as well as the

continued commissioning of works by such orchestras as the Auckland Philharmonia

from adventurous younger composers alongside more established figures, have provided

a rapidly changing environment.  One might be tempted to assume that prior to this

period of ‘new proliferation’ New Zealand music might be neatly summed up by the

references to landscape and space which litter the small field of critical writing on the

subject.  My findings show a less monolithic vision of New Zealand composition before

1996, revealing a more nuanced picture of the forces at work on New Zealand’s

composers through the preceding two decades.

It was not my goal to find unequivocal answers to questions of cultural identity in New

Zealand, nor indeed to the question of space in music, but rather to provide a deeper

understanding of recent New Zealand orchestral music as a richly varied body of work

which arises from the nation’s cultural life, and which is manifest in the nation’s

cherished beliefs about that music.  In the end, it is—and should be—the music which is

central to the active listening experience.  By exploring the contexts in which the

nation’s music operates, asking subsequent questions, and attempting an unblinkered

search for the range of possible answers in ‘the music itself’ as well as in the statements

and beliefs ‘around’ the music, I hope to have provided a useful resource for those

seeking further understanding in this area.
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ABSTRACT

The question of cultural identity in New Zealand literature, visual art and music has
been an important one for many decades.  New Zealand’s relative isolation, sparse
population, short history and colonial past have all contributed to a heightened
national awareness of, and sensitivity to, its cultural condition.

This study aims to explore, with an analyst’s eye and ear, notions of national style
through a group of orchestral works.  Contemporary critical musicology, which
flourished in the 1990s, typically integrates various frames of reference and suggests
that analysis be framed in the broader cultural context of a work’s genesis and
performance.  Examining the ways in which New Zealand’s notions of national
identity have affected its artistic production, this study considers claims that the
particular environmental conditions of the land have imprinted themselves onto the
nation’s music.  Furthermore, it investigates claims that New Zealand’s remote and
open spaces have generated perceptible effects in the nation’s musical style, while
also asking whether the purported importance of the landscape is not actually a myth
which sits alongside the nation’s other myths of identity.

The literature regarding notions of ‘musical space’ is surveyed, bringing to light a
number of musical elements which may connote space.  Seven New Zealand
orchestral works, composed between 1976 and 1995 and signalled by the composers
as having some connection with the land, are found to share musical features, thus
suggesting a national style insofar as ‘landscape’ works from this period are
concerned.  I then examine the works for ‘space’ elements, to investigate whether
there are identifiable elements which connote a ‘sense of space’ in New Zealand
music.

A corollary of this belief in a national style is that any influences at work from New
Zealand land(scapes) on New Zealand music will produce different musical results
from those at work from other land(scapes) on music in other countries.  After
noting the most prevalent musical elements in the New Zealand works, four
comparable ‘landscape’ orchestral works from other countries are also discussed, in
order to offset and contextualize the New Zealand findings.

This is the first detailed study of New Zealand music that has investigated national
style, concepts of landscape-in-music, and musical space through analytical
examination.  It thus contributes to the small but growing body of New Zealand
musical studies, and to an overall picture of New Zealand cultural identity.
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INTRODUCTION

The question of New Zealand cultural identity is a hot topic; indeed to the visitor or the

returning New Zealander it can appear to be a national obsession.  Certainly, when I

returned to New Zealand in 1994 after spending nearly nine years living in the United

Kingdom, I found a country whose national media and advertising companies saturated

their output with the words ‘New Zealand’, ‘New Zealander’, ‘kiwi’, ‘our people’ and

the omnipresent ‘we’.  For a time I was left somewhat bewildered.  Was the nation

seeking constant reassurance that it counted on the world stage?  Did ‘we’ really believe

that the New Zealandness of something or someone was of prime importance?  Was this

the proudest nation, or one with the lowest morale imaginable?  Was its morale so low

that it habitually acted defensively, as a result of a deeply ingrained ‘cultural cringe’, or

was it just so far away from everywhere else that it simply didn’t think the rest of the

world counted any more?

New Zealand sociology lecturer Avril Bell interprets New Zealanders’ obsession with

who they are as a sign of insecurity: ‘Because we are so unsure of ourselves, we tighten

our grasp on the characteristics we believe are unique.’1  This national self-

consciousness is not limited to the everyday or the mundane, it is commonly applied to

everything, including music.  In an attempt to specify New Zealand qualities in music,

many music critics and commentators have made rather loose references to a ‘sense of

space’ in the music, partnered with claims for the music’s evocation of—or response

to—the New Zealand landscape.  Composers, too, often assert that the landscape has

influenced their work, and make claims for a distinct New Zealand spaciousness.  There

is a common view that the wide open spaces of New Zealand have somehow

subconsciously affected composers, while they in their formative years or while they are

writing, and that the results may be clearly perceived in their music.  There have,

however, been few attempts at explaining where, within the music, these spaces and

effects of landscape might be located.  As a returning musician I found the claims too

loose, lacking in obvious or direct connection to the music.  A more analytical approach

to the question of New Zealand identity in music seemed overdue.

1 A. Bell interviewed by staff reporter Amanda Spratt, Herald on Sunday (NZH), 22 May 2005, p.23.
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The face of music analysis changed and diversified in the 1990s, placing stronger

emphasis on the human element.  Critical musicology in the new environment draws on

a range of disciplines and frames of reference to inform its methodology, broadening the

musical analysis by reframing and repositioning it in a wider cultural and social

panorama.2  The principal studies of New Zealand music which predate this one do not

have cross-disciplinary backgrounds of this type, and I am appreciative of those

musicological studies which have served as exemplary models for focused

musicological research while drawing on a wide range of disciplines in support of their

inquiry.3

Music analyst Kofi Agawu has explored the ways in which the rise of so-called ‘new

musicology’ has affected musicologists’ idea of where analysis belongs in a study of

musical works.4  Noting that ‘not all branches of musicology are directly concerned

with the experience of music’, Agawu explains that ‘attending to the archive [...] of

musical works is [...] impossible without analytical mediation...’ and that most analysts

are concerned with ‘inquiry into the structure of “the music itself”.’5  Pointing out that

comprehensive guides to analytical techniques did not appear (in English, at least) until

the 1980s, he reminds us that when, in the 1990s, the position of analysis in

musicological inquiry came to be challenged and the gap between the musical and the

extra-musical came to be problematized, it was a young discipline which was being

challenged in this way.6

‘New musicology’ is characterized by Agawu as ‘eclectic and selectively pluralistic’7

and explained by Lawrence Kramer as too diverse to be considered a school.8  What

new musicological approaches appear to suggest is that one may no longer consider

2 Lawrence Kramer in particular has brought many areas of research close together for the purposes of
positioning musicological findings; for example in ‘The Mysteries of Animation: History, Analysis
and Musical Subjectivity’, Music Analysis, v.20 no.2, July 2001, pp.153-178 he addresses the
relationship between music and subjectivity, and in order to do so he considers Jakob Grimm’s theories
regarding humans and language, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s theories regarding speech and song, Jacques
Lacan’s and Slavoj Zizek’s psychoanalytical theories, Leo Tolstoy’s thoughts about Frederic Chopin’s
music, and G.W.F. Hegel’s thoughts about interior resonance and listening.
3 These models include, for example, writings by Susan McClary, such as ‘Narrative Agendas in
‘Absolute’ Music: Identity and Difference in Brahms’s Third Symphony’ in Musicology and Difference:
Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship, ed. R. Solie. Berkeley, 1993, pp.326-344.  They also
include Nadine Hubbs’s The Queer Composition of America’s Sound: Gay Modernists, American
Music, and National Identity. Berkeley, California, 2004; Leo Trietler’s ‘Language and the
Interpretation of Music’ in Music and Meaning, ed. J. Robinson, Ithaca, 1997, pp.23-56; and Andrew
Mead’s ‘Physiological Metaphors and Musical Understanding’ in Journal of Music Theory, v.32, no.1,
Spring 1999, pp.1-20.
4 K. Agawu, ‘Analyzing Music under the New Musicological Regime’, The Journal of Musicology,
v.15, no.3, Summer 1997, pp.297-307.
5 ibid., pp.297, 298.
6 ibid., pp.298-299.
7 ibid., p.300.
8 L. Kramer, ‘The Musicology of the Future’, Repercussions I, 1992, pp.5-118.
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musical works as having ‘nuggets of identity’ or ‘irreducible essences’; there are no

‘single grand narratives’, but rather we must consider works to be situated in a

constructed, fragmented, and relative framework.9  Yet this does not tell us how to situate

analytical findings, nor indeed how to perform analysis in ways that are free of

conventional bias; in particular, it does not tell us how best to use the ‘surplus of detail

that theory-based analysis produces.’10

Agawu suggests that a range of innovative and productive approaches to this question

are exemplified in work by musicologists not normally considered ‘new musicologists’

as such, yet whose work has broken new ground and developed new models; these

studies include David Lewin’s diverse writings, Charles J. Smith’s considerations of

multiple meanings through the harmonic dimensions of a work, and David Lidov’s

exemplification of meaning formation through musical repetition.11  Thus analysts have

not been entirely unresponsive to calls for musicology to be socio-culturally positioned.

Likewise, in this study I am also concerned with positioning analytical findings from a

body of work in ways which contribute to an understanding of the music as social

discourse, and in doing so through attention to the detail of musical expression and

experience.

Before this study was undertaken, the most substantial attempts at identifying New

Zealand musical character through analysis—especially the music of Douglas Lilburn—

had been made by Philip Norman in his PhD dissertation ‘The Beginning and

Development of a New Zealand Music: The Life and Work (1940-1965) of Lilburn’, by

Lee Martelli in her MMus dissertation ‘Solo Piano Music in New Zealand in the

1960s’, and by Fiona McAlpine in a number of papers and articles which examined

Lilburn’s style, particularly his pitch processes.

General concern with New Zealand musical style may be traced back to Lilburn, whose

music and thinking strongly influenced the New Zealand compositional scene.  When

he presented his talk (later named A Search for Tradition) at the first Cambridge

Summer School in 1946, Lilburn precipitated a widespread desire amongst those New

Zealand composers who wished to find a way in which their music could be relevant to

New Zealand society and its communities; evidently, Lilburn was addressing questions

that had been burning in many New Zealand composers’ minds.

9 K. Agawu, ‘Analyzing Music under the New Musicological Regime’, The Journal of Musicology,
v.15, no.3, Summer 1997, p.301.
10 ibid., p.304
11 ibid., pp.305-306.
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In New Zealand, there had been a strong nationalist movement in visual art and literature

which gathered strength in the 1930s, and Lilburn’s call to composers in 1946 was in

accord with this general movement.  The painters’ response to the harsh New Zealand

light and the appending of ‘signatures of place’ to such works appear matched by

composers’ responses to ‘a sense of space’ and the positioning of New Zealand

landscape centre-stage.12  By the 1970s, in many areas of national culture including

visual art and literature, the nationalist agendas seemed to be fading away.  Yet I found it

necessary to consider the possibility that, at least up until the mid-90s, they had not

altogether faded in music.  Lilburn stressed the need for a local tradition in music,

together with the perceived risk to national identity if New Zealand composers were to

acquiesce to those international forces that would create a globally homogeneous music.

After nearly half a century, these ‘risks’ were still being avoided, and not just by

composers but also by local commentators; the criteria by which New Zealand works

were being evaluated were not being used in any parallel considerations of music from

elsewhere.

Seeking to reveal ways in which New Zealand composers might develop locally relevant

approaches to composition, and in accord with New Zealand artists of other disciplines

at that time, Lilburn stressed the importance of the landscape in contributing to the shape

of a unique national musical tradition.  This idea was not entirely new—both Percy

Grainger and Ralph Vaughan Williams had quite obviously influenced Lilburn’s

thinking along these lines—but through his own efforts and passionate beliefs,

combined with his presence in New Zealand, Lilburn had a far more direct and powerful

effect on the country’s compositional attitudes.  These attitudes have gradually evolved,

but their legacy has persisted in various guises beyond the end of the 20th century.

In 1995 it seemed to me that the time had come for the question of New Zealand musical

style to be re-examined through detailed analysis together with a detailed picture of the

notional constructs of place and identity which surround the music’s production,

focusing on key notions such as landscape and space while acknowledging that these

things are always in a state of flux.  Targeted analysis is thus used in order to explore

the ways in which New Zealand musical style may be identifiable, be partly identifiable,

or may not be identifiable at all in the music and not merely in a rhetoric which

surrounds it.

12 The phrase ‘signatures of place’ was employed by Francis Pound for an exhibition of place-related
New Zealand painting at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in New Plymouth, New Zealand, in 1991.
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In order to discuss national style in music, it is also necessary to consider what the word

‘style’ can mean.  Writing in 1985, the musicologist Naomi Cumming considered the

extent of this question within the context of musicology and compared a number of

views from across the 20th century.13  Examining Arnold Schoenberg’s distinction

between ‘style’ and ‘idea’, she concluded that in his definition ‘style’ is somewhat

superficial, describing the way a musical idea is presented and borne in the work, as well

as the ways in which the various ‘ideas’ are disposed towards each other, whereas a

musical ‘idea’ was synonymous for Schoenberg with such terms as ‘theme’, ‘melody’,

‘phrase’ or ‘motive’.14   Harmony was also considered by Schoenberg to be a

peripheral (and thus stylistic) aspect of a work.

 Cumming also considered Hubert Parry’s concept of style as ‘the general flavour or

aspect of organization. [...] the outward effect of form in detail [...] yet not form but

something which subtly emanates from it.’15  This integration of ‘style’ and ‘form’

was found by Cumming to be common also to other approaches by Leonard B. Meyer,

Edward Cone and Jan La Rue.  The idea of creating stylistic categories in order to

consider together a group of works which have something in common—be that their

composer, their genre, or perhaps their country of origin—requires a more complex or

expansive notion of style in order to embrace the inevitable divergences which occur

within such groups of works.

Cumming has compared La Rue’s comparative purpose—whereby only exceptional or

distinctive traits are sought and common traits discarded—and Charles Rosen’s

‘approach to the relationship between the normative and individual sides of the concept

of style’, and found Rosen’s view opposed in that instead of focusing on qualitative

differences he considers qualitative similarities between works to be the qualifying

criteria for inclusion in a particular ‘style’.16  Meyer has taken this assessment of

similarities further, devising hierarchical levels of identity between works in order to

compare works which share the same musical syntax.  These assessments of stylistic

groups and identities rely on the gathering of recurrent or invariant aspects as that which

defines a style, or levels of style.  Both approaches—a consideration of similarities as

well as a consideration of differences—have, as I shall explain later, contributed to the

ways in which New Zealand style is considered in this study.

13 N. Cumming, ‘What is Style?’, Studies in Music no.19, 1985, pp.1-13.
14 A. Schoenberg, Style and Idea. London, 1950.
15 H. Parry, Style in Musical Art. London, 1911, p.105.
16 N. Cumming, ‘What is Style?’, Studies in Music no.19, 1985, p.7.
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As a background to an analysis-based stylistic exploration, and in keeping with the

methods developed by critical musicology, I have taken a fairly wide view of New

Zealand’s cultural history in order to explore more fully the pressures and forces at

work on the country at large, and to understand the context of statements made by

leading figures in the country’s artistic life over the past few eventful decades.  In

particular, I have drawn out an analysis of the cultural myths which pervade the cultural

scene, and surveyed some of the claims for influence on—and representations of—land

and landscape which have appeared across the range of New Zealand’s artistic output,

suggesting that landscape sits alongside other New Zealand ‘myths of identity’.  This

cultural survey is relatively short and primarily intended as background and support for

the musicological inquiry which follows, yet in itself I hope it will also offer a new

contribution to the wider field of New Zealand studies.

This cross-disciplinary picture of cultural identity, which includes a survey of the relative

importance of landscape notions across New Zealand’s art forms at large, provides

background for a consideration of the cultural context in which New Zealand’s

musicians work.  Additional contextualization also requires discussions of nationalism

in music, landscape in music, and the ways in which the conscious and the subconscious

play a part in composerly intentions and decisions, all of which combine to provide a

detailed and wide-ranging background for the analytical work which follows.  I have

also drawn comparisons between New Zealand and Australia at certain points in the first

two chapters of this study, as the two countries share a similar post-colonial history,

language, and position in the South Pacific, with comparable historical and race relations

issues concerning First Peoples and European colonization.

Chapter 3 provides another essential block of supporting material for the consideration

of New Zealand style via its broad-based inquiry into the nature of musical space,

drawing on work from a number of relevant disciplines including physics, psychology

and philosophy.  By considering writings on the subject by overseas commentators and

composers as well as considering New Zealand writings about (and claims for) space in

New Zealand music, concepts of the ‘sense of space’ in New Zealand music are

investigated and brought into a wider frame, whereby suggestions for there being

‘more’ or ‘less’ space are replaced with some identification of which aspects of musical

space appear more or less applicable to New Zealand musical output.  One may not be

able to arrive at a precise definition for the New Zealand ‘sense of space’, but it is

possible to propose a bundle of musical characteristics which appear to connote

spaciousness in New Zealand music.  This bundle, in turn, provides further material for

the analytical work which follows from Chapter 4.
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In choosing a group of works which could be examined analytically to provide

information about style, a number of considerations were taken into account.  First, in

order to focus on New Zealand works which were most likely to encapsulate or exhibit

this New Zealand style it was important to select works written by composers who had

spent most of their creative life in New Zealand, and who composed the works while

living here.  Thus it was necessary to exclude a few very interesting possibilities such as

Gillian Whitehead’s Resurgences (1989), on the grounds that Whitehead left New

Zealand in the 1960s and did not return to make New Zealand her principal home until

the mid-1990s.

Because New Zealand musical style is believed by many to be influenced or partly

instilled by the landscape, then it should follow that the national musical character to

which the landscape is reputed to be a contributor would be particularly abundant in

those works which have an acknowledged or overt connection with land or landscape in

some way.  The connection may be to a specific landscape or a more generalized

concept of the land, to an actual geographical entity or an imagined one; the range of

notional connections has proven to be remarkably varied.  I have selected works which

carry such connections via their titles and associated commentary from the composer,

while ensuring a spread—geographic, stylistic, and aesthetic—of works and composers.

It has also been necessary, in order to make collective observations of any substance, to

focus the analysis on works which come from a similar time period and genre of

composition.  Comparisons across genres will always tend to say more about the

differences between the genres than between the particular works.  Orchestral music was

chosen—including works for chamber orchestra—as the medium offers the widest

possibilities for timbral exploration within acoustic music, and may thus present a more

comprehensive range of composerly techniques for timbral evocation of, or responses to,

the landscape.

One might at first think that a worthwhile investigation into New Zealand music could

perhaps focus on the differences between landscape-influenced music and music which

is free of influence from the landscape, however there is a flaw with any such

investigation: part of the treasured belief in the power of the landscape on the nation’s

musical output is the belief that the influence operates to some extent in ways which are

unavoidable, sometimes subconscious, and thus not necessarily recognized or

understood by the composer at the time of composition.  If this is the case, then there

can be no such thing as entirely landscape-free New Zealand composition, so

distinctions between New Zealand landscape music and New Zealand non-landscape

music might as well not be attempted.
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Much as a wider survey across a range of New Zealand musical styles, genres and types

could have provided more information, the analysis and the sifting of analytical results

would have proven unwieldy.  Rather, I have chosen to illustrate and explore the cultural

construct called ‘landscape’.  I selected the period 1976-1995, partly because a 20-year

period effectively represents a generation in the life of the New Zealand composition

scene, partly because John Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire (1976) stands out as one of the

more significant New Zealand works of its time, and not least because I embarked upon

this study in 1996.

Statements about New Zealand’s particular style (in any area, not just in music) often

seem to be made in order to set New Zealand apart, and make claims for its special

qualities.  When I examined the small field of existing detailed research on the subject

of New Zealand style in music I found it had been restricted to an exploration of New

Zealand works alone.  This study recognizes that the identification and recognition of

prevalent features found in a group of New Zealand works may go some way to

exploring the nation’s style (at least as it is manifest in music of that time period and

within that genre), particularly if one takes Rosen’s approach to shared traits as the

identification of style.  The consideration of (Rosen’s) similarities and (La Rue’s)

differences would both appear to be informative, however, and it is only by using

comparisons, as suggested by La Rue, that any claims can be viably suggested for a

particularly New Zealand style.  If Avril Bell (above) is correct in surmising that New

Zealanders are concerned with what is specially of New Zealand then claims made for a

particular New Zealandness carry an implicit structuralist ‘us/not-us’ opposition.  Thus

La Rue’s ‘differences’ may be considered important, and so I chose finally to highlight

the New Zealand works by situating them in an extra-New Zealand context.

For the comparison, then, alongside the seven New Zealand works which I have

investigated, there are four works from Australia, England, the United States and

Canada.  Comparisons with a work from each of these countries seemed most

appropriate for a first foray into such comparisons, on the grounds that Australia, the

United States and Canada share much of New Zealand’s ‘new world’ social and

historical background, and England was—by many New Zealanders—considered until

recently to be the ‘mother country’.

Like the New Zealand works, the works for comparison are all orchestral, all have

land(scape) references in the title or the extra-musical considerations of their

composition, and were written between 1976 and 1995.  It is not intended that this be

considered a scientific comparison, with experimental set and control group, as the

number of works is necessarily too small for the results to be treated as statistical data.
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Rather, the comparisons with overseas works are intended to give a sense of how the

features in the New Zealand works sit alongside comparable non-New Zealand works,

particularly since comparisons of this type have hitherto not been attempted in any detail

for notated music from this country.  In this respect, the research is again breaking new

ground in New Zealand classical music studies, and mirroring a comparative analytical

style more common in such areas as ethnomusicology and popular music studies.17

The most valuable resources for insights into New Zealand compositional behaviour and

the local musical scene are the Composers Association journal and yearbook,

CANZONA, dating back to the Association’s beginnings in 1974, and William Dart’s

Music in New Zealand, a semi-regular journal-magazine which first appeared in 1988.

The latter has proved a particularly rich source of historical material and critical opinion,

and has been a key resource in my exploration of the nation’s musical scene.

For the pitch analysis I have used the nomenclature from Allen Forte’s Set Theory as

the most widely recognized method in post-tonal music for demonstrating pitch

relationships and groupings.  Rhythmic analysis has been performed on a case-by-case

basis, partly due to there being no standardized procedure for rhythmic analysis.  As

certain rhythmic, durational and formal features (such as Fibonacci relationships)

appeared in a number of the works, these in turn became targets for my inquiry.  As well

as noting any other salient features which seem prevalent, I have also sought in each

work those characteristics which might connote space or spaciousness, as discussed in

the survey of musical space presented in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4 I present detailed analyses of the seven New Zealand works, and in Chapter

5 I list those features which are identified by these analyses and note the extent to

which—and the ways in which—each of these features appear in each work.  From

these features, I compile a preliminary profile of New Zealand style.  Elements which

might connote space, as identified in Chapter 3, are also sought in the New Zealand

works.  In Chapter 6, I consider the non-New Zealand works, looking at occurrences of

the features enumerated in the New Zealand style profile as well as a parallel

consideration of their musical spaciousness.

I do not claim that this investigation is a rigorous scientific survey, as its sample size is

necessarily very small, and music does not readily lend itself to such a scientific model.

This study does, however, provide a new approach for the examination of cultural

17 An example of this sort of comparative study is Jon Fitzgerald’s ‘Lennon-McCartney  and the Early
British Invasion, 1964-6’, in The Beatles, Popular Music and Society, ed. I. Inglis. New York, 2000,
pp.53-85.
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elements in New Zealand music by virtue of its grounding in both music analysis and

the principles of critical musicology, together with its being enhanced by comparisons

with works from elsewhere.

There are many other avenues which could be explored from the points raised in the first

three chapters of this work, but for practical reasons were not be pursued in this study.

For example, a fruitful development of the work comparing the New Zealand and

Australian cultural and musical situations is suggested by the material presented in the

first two chapters.  Furthermore, as compositional approaches and attitudes develop and

music technologies expand, it is inevitable that current definitions of musical space will

continue to be challenged; the material in Chapter 3 may contribute to further work in

that area.

In the years since 1996, during which a ‘new generation’ has arisen in the New Zealand

composing scene, varying compositional styles have proliferated, and there has been a

remarkable increase in the capabilities of performers who regularly perform

contemporary music.  The establishment of such groups as the professional

contemporary chamber ensembles 175 East in 1997, and Stroma in 2000, as well as the

continued commissioning of works by such orchestras as the Auckland Philharmonia

from adventurous younger composers alongside more established figures, have provided

a rapidly changing environment.  One might be tempted to assume that prior to this

period of ‘new proliferation’ New Zealand music might be neatly summed up by the

references to landscape and space which litter the small field of critical writing on the

subject.  My findings show a less monolithic vision of New Zealand composition before

1996, revealing a more nuanced picture of the forces at work on New Zealand’s

composers through the preceding two decades.

It was not my goal to find unequivocal answers to questions of cultural identity in New

Zealand, nor indeed to the question of space in music, but rather to provide a deeper

understanding of recent New Zealand orchestral music as a richly varied body of work

which arises from the nation’s cultural life, and which is manifest in the nation’s

cherished beliefs about that music.  In the end, it is—and should be—the music which is

central to the active listening experience.  By exploring the contexts in which the

nation’s music operates, asking subsequent questions, and attempting an unblinkered

search for the range of possible answers in ‘the music itself’ as well as in the statements

and beliefs ‘around’ the music, I hope to have provided a useful resource for those

seeking further understanding in this area.
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CHAPTER 1: New Zealand’s view of itself(ves)

A small nation’s memory is not smaller than the memory of a large one and so can
digest the existing material more thoroughly.  There are, to be sure, fewer experts in
literary history employed, but literature is less a concern of literary history than of the
people, and thus, if not purely, it is at least reliably preserved.  For the claim that the
national consciousness of a small people makes on the individual is such that everyone
must always be prepared to know that part of the literature which has come down to
him, to support it, to defend it - to defend it even if he does not know it and support it.

Franz Kafka 1

TL One last question:  What is currently shaping our identities as New
Zealanders?
CKS What’s currently shaping our identities as New Zealanders, I suppose, is the
attempt to shape our identities as New Zealanders.

Terry Locke/C.K.Stead 2

1.1 New Zealand National Identity in the 20th Century

Concern with tradition and identity is not exclusive to any one nation.  It does seem

obvious, however, that nations which perceive their identity as being seriously

inadequate, ill-defined or under threat will generally go about the business of identity-

affirmation more earnestly than those who do not.  The processes whereby a collective

identity may be affirmed include the invention of traditions, the development and

reiteration of certain beliefs or myths, and the development of social structures and

organizations which support and protect such traditions and beliefs.

The degree to which such words as ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’ contribute to questions

of cultural identity relies on an articulation of what these terms may mean.  There has

been much debate over such definitions, since the boundaries of nation (and, for that

matter, state) must be understood as necessarily fuzzy or vague.3

Benedict Anderson’s book Imagined Communities proposes a definition for ‘nation’ as

an imagined political community which is ‘limited’—by boundaries which are elastic

but which nonetheless exist because a nation is never global, a ‘community’—because

there is a concept of fraternal comradeship which unifies a nation, and ‘imagined’—

because most members of any nation will only ever know a small proportion of that

nation’s population.4

1 F. Kafka, The Diaries of Franz Kafka 1910-23, ed. M.Brod. Harmondsworth, 1964, p.149 (entry for
25 December, 1911).
2 C.K. Stead in conversation with Terry Locke (1996), reprinted in The Writer at Work: Essays by
C.K.Stead. Dunedin, 2000, p.267.
3 R. Handler, ‘Nationalism and the Politics of Culture in Quebec’, New Directions in Anthropological
Writing: History, Poetics, Cultural Criticism, ed. G.F. Marcus & J. Clifford. Madison, 1988.
4 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London
and New York, 1983, rev. 1991.
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Ernest Gellner’s book Nations and Nationalism, published in the same year as

Anderson’s first edition, proposes two temporary definitions for ‘nation’: one ‘cultural’

definition, whereby two individuals ‘are of the same nation if and only if they share the

same culture, where culture in turn means a system of ideas and signs and associations

and ways of behaving and communicating’, and one ‘voluntary’ definition, whereby two

individuals ‘are of the same nation if and only if they recognize each other as belonging

to the same nation.’5   Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’ would fulfil these two

conditions, however Anderson and Gellner do not share attitudes regarding nationalist

practices; where Gellner would point to the invention of cultural practices and the

conscious development of nationalism as being potentially damaging in their

contribution to the ‘nation’ which he sees as being separate from some other ‘true’ type

of community, Anderson sees these practices as symptomatic of a more positive, creative

drive, and one which sits well with the ‘imagined’ nature of a national community.

Michael Billig claims that the concept of nationalism has often been linked with extreme

political situations, and ‘restricted to exotic and passionate exemplars’, thus locating

nationalism on the periphery of a nation and ignoring the relationship to the greater

proportion of its members.  Billig instead makes a case for a concept of nationalism

which is much more mundane, and suggests the term ‘banal nationalism’, to include

those ideological habits which are part of everyday life and which contribute perpetually

to a nation’s sense of itself.6

It is this ongoing series of perpetuated beliefs and habits which is of concern here, of

which the ‘invented traditions’ form an important part.  British historian Eric

Hobsbawm defines the term ‘invented tradition’ as

a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a
ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of
behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.  In
fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable
historic past. . . . insofar as there is such a reference to a historic past, the peculiarity
of ‘invented’ traditions is that the continuity with it is largely factitious.7

Another important part of the ideological habits and belief systems which contribute to a

nation’s cultural and social identity are its myths.  James Belich, one of New Zealand’s

award-winning national historians, explains that myths

5 E. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism. Ithaca, 1983, p.6.
6 M. Billig, Banal Nationalism. London, 1995, p.8.
7 E. Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, The Invention of Tradition, ed. E. Hobsbawm
and T. Ranger. Cambridge, 1983, pp.1,2.
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might be seen as culture’s legitimating explanations for natural, supernatural and
social phenomena, for the relationship between them and for the culture’s place in the
world.  They can have kernels of truth . . . but the cultural function of myth, which
goes beyond mere accuracy, can put pressure on its truth, leading it to exaggerate or
distort its partner dynamics and imperatives.8

An examination of our heritage of myths, traditions (invented or otherwise) and the

various syndromes which accompany them can illuminate the underlying threads which

run through New Zealand society and its cultural life.

New Zealand sociologist Claudia Bell reminds us that the crediting of Dutch explorer

Abel Tasman with having ‘discovered’ the country in 1642 is a form of initial cultural

invention, because while this may have been the first discovery by Europeans, the fact

remains that these islands were already occupied by the Maori people who had lived

here for a few centuries.9

Following European ‘discovery’ of the country, New Zealand was established as a new

outpost of the British Empire, and imperialist ideology was disseminated particularly

through the education system.  By the end of the 19th century Britain had come to be

generally regarded by Pakeha as ‘Mother England’ or ‘Home’.10  Further immigration

from other nations has occurred over the years, as it has in Australia, yet the bicultural

version of the New Zealand nation has remained the prevailing one.  Certainly, New

Zealand’s history differs from that of both Australia and the United States, where in

both cases colonization was followed by a much more violent and thoroughgoing

oppression of the colonized peoples and their culture than the oppression visited upon

Maori by Pakeha.  The Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840, is held up either by (more

often) Pakeha as the founding of a harmonious bicultural condition, or by (more often)

Maori as something which has not yet been honoured, in spirit or letter.  The first of

these two views is what Bell calls ‘the founding myth of New Zealand.’11

8 J. Belich, Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders From Polynesian Settlement to the End
of the Nineteenth Century. Auckland, 1996, p.25.
9 C. Bell, Inventing New Zealand: Everyday Myths of Pakeha Identity. Auckland, 1996, p.3.
10 ‘Pakeha’ is a term which rather loosely refers to non-Maori New Zealanders, or white immigrants to
New Zealand, or New Zealanders of European origin, depending on which text one refers to.  Its
meaning appears to have subtly changed over the years—originally it most likely referred to people of
non-New Zealand origins, these days it is most likely to be used to describe New Zealanders of between
one and five generations, but with no Maori blood. Some white New Zealanders dislike the term,
although most would agree to being labelled in such a way.  There is much more confusion over
whether New Zealanders of Asian origin are Pakeha or not.  One sometimes finds the term written with
a lower case ‘p’ while Maori nearly always has an upper case ‘M’.  I have chosen to use upper case for
the beginnings of both words.
11 C. Bell, Inventing New Zealand: Everyday Myths of Pakeha Identity. Auckland, 1996, p.9.
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Belich contextualizes many of the current myths about New Zealand’s real historical

origins.  The common desire to believe that it was New Zealand which tore itself away

from Europe and western culture, and which grew up some time ago of its own volition,

is countered thus:

The hard fact is that, while we were technically independent from 1908 or 1947, we
were economically and culturally dependent on Britain until the 1960’s.  In 1973, it
was not us that left home, but Mother Britain.  She ran off and joined a Franco-
German commune known as the EEC.12

The belief that New Zealand’s more historically-grounded condition is a bicultural one

is dispelled by Belich’s explanation that the multicultural expansion of this country is

not a recent phenomenon.  Pointing to Indian immigration dating from 1810, German

immigration from the 1840s and substantial Chinese immigration in the 1860s, Belich

proceeds to state categorically that ‘Maori genes are quite American, courtesy of 30,000

New England whalers who sowed their oats here in the first half of the 19th century.’13

Another New Zealand myth, that of ‘The Egalitarian Society’, supports the widespread

belief that all of the nation’s inhabitants have a fair chance in this ‘fresh new land’.  The

New Zealand historian Keith Sinclair claimed that by the 1950s the country had arrived

at a state ‘more nearly classless . . . than any other society in the world.’14   However

another New Zealand historian, Peter Gibbons, explains that from the 1960s there were

rising numbers of social scientists who had trained in social theory overseas—either

returning New Zealanders or immigrants to the country—and that many of these began

to challenge the generalizations regarding class, race and gender equilibrium which had

been in place from the 1930s.15

From the 1970s onwards, the rise of the women’s movement challenged the

predominance of the male figure in New Zealand literature, and non-fiction became one

of the areas in which established male definitions of national identity were challenged

and contested.16  New Zealand was the first major country to give women the vote,

however it took until the 1970s for a strong women’s movement to be established.17

Many women’s liberation groups were set up in the early 1970s, and there were four

12 J. Belich, ‘New Zealanders: who do we think we are?’ NZH, 2 January 1998, p.E2.
13 ibid.
Note here that the word ‘postcolonialism’ is no longer simply used to describe the post-independence
period in a nation’s history, but since the 1970s has been more often used ‘to describe the various
cultural effects of colonization, . . . to signify the political, linguistic and cultural experience of
societies that were former European colonies.’: B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths & H. Tiffin, Key Concepts in
Post-Colonial Studies. London, 1998, p.186.
14 K. Sinclair, A History of New Zealand. Harmondsworth, 1959, p.269.
15 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.77.
16 ibid.
17 Women were given the vote in New Zealand in 1893, before Australia (1902) and Finland (1906),
but some 55 years after the Pitcairn Islands.
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United Women’s Conventions held in the country during that decade.  It would appear

that the drive towards gender equilibrium does appear to be continuing through to the

present century; as New Zealand historian Michael King pointed out in 2003: ‘The fact

that the early years of the twenty-first century AD would deliver simultaneously a

woman Governor-General, a woman Prime Minister, a  woman Chief Justice and a

woman Attorney-General was one measure of the progress the movement had achieved

in New Zealand.’18

The 1980s in New Zealand were turbulent times marked by increased, intense

questioning about relations between Maori and Pakeha.  Issues of race relations gained

much greater public attention through the hugely controversial Springbok Rugby Tour

of 1981, which ‘generated the worst civil violence in New Zealand since the depression

riots in 1932.’19  This was followed by ‘an economic recession in the middle of the

decade which accentuated racial inequalities’, and lead into ‘a sesquicentennial year full

of reminders, for most Maori and many Pakeha, of longstanding injustices still to be

redressed.’20

Certainly, as the poverty gap has widened in recent years, the myth of ‘The Egalitarian

Society’ is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain.  As New Zealand political

commentator Chris Laidlaw has said, there is ‘no such thing as a genuinely egalitarian

society’, commenting further that New Zealanders ‘prefer to think of ourselves as

declasse[sic]; free from the strictures of social classification.’21  Laidlaw points to an

entrepreneurial wealthy group in society whose names appear on the New Zealand rich

list, the existence of which ‘has sounded the death knell of egalitarianism.’22  Claiming

a deepening stratification in New Zealand society, Laidlaw detects three distinct social

classes: first, the ‘moderately to seriously elite’, second the ‘middle class rump’, and

third a ‘rapidly-growing proletariat, overwhelmingly Polynesian, increasingly angry and

marginalized.’23  Of the three types of equality (class, race and gender) which have been

proposed over the years, neither racial nor class equality appear any closer; indeed they

seem more distant than ever.

The myth of ‘Kiwi Ingenuity’, with its roots in earlier colonial/pioneering times,

perpetuates the do-it-yourself ‘giz-a-go’ mindset through which one is encouraged to

believe that anything is possible, given enough determination and creativity.  The

18 M. King, The Penguin History of New Zealand. Auckland, 2003, p.463.
19 Belich Paradise, p.479.
20 T. Sturm, Introduction, OHNZL, p.xii.
21 C. Laidlaw, Rights of Passage: Beyond the New Zealand Identity Crisis. Auckland, 1999, p.167.
22 ibid., p.171.
23 ibid., p.173.



16

message has been ‘Real Kiwis can find a way to do or make anything’ (particularly if

they have access to some Number 8 wire, a hammer and some nails).  However, New

Zealand has been a largely urban civilization for a long time, and there are now many

citizens in the growing cities who are not interested in behaving like pioneers, preferring

instead to buy what they need and want; as time goes by, the pioneering New Zealander

fades into distant history.  Nevertheless, expatriate New Zealanders, particularly those

living in England, do appear to have acquired a reputation for ‘a willingness to have a go

at any kind of job opportunity that presented itself, and to learn about the job on the

job.’24

The ‘Clean Green New Zealand’ myth is fed by a national pride in the great Alps, the

lakes and beaches, and the specific flora and fauna of this country.  Images of New

Zealand’s relatively unspoiled and remarkably varied landscapes abound, and an

increasingly active tourism industry markets the New Zealand identity as natural and

idyllic.  The general population is seemingly ignorant of the extent of the pollution and

progressive destruction of the country’s natural ecosystems:

New Zealand has some of the finest picture postcard scenery on the Earth and has led
the world with some very significant environmental achievements.  It is widely
believed that this is the result of its isolation and relatively small population, but few
realise that the 3.7 million people are joined by 70 million possums, 53 million
chickens, 49.7 million sheep, 30 million rabbits, 8.3 million cows, 5.5 million
mallards, 830,000 cats, 750,000 goats, 500,000 dogs, 250,000 deer, 60,000 kiwis
and 30,000 tuatara.  Only the last two belong here and of all the foregoing species
only humans have the capacity to understand what their presence has done to the
country, and to take steps to manage the situation.25

Organizations such as Greenpeace, made much more visible by the sinking of the

Rainbow Warrior in 1985, and the Green Party’s recent intensification of focus on the

debates surrounding genetic engineering, have encouraged a widening public to question

how clean and green the country really is.

Some widespread New Zealand beliefs have been ‘exposed’ as myths to the public in

recent times.  London-based New Zealand sociologist Ruth Brown attributes the recent

popularity of ‘myth-exposure’ to the Australian writer Richard White, who has pointed

to the function and origins of the various myths in a national culture, specifically that of

Australia.26  However Brown advises caution when undertaking such expositions:

24 M. King, Tread Softly, For You Tread On My Life. Auckland, 2001, p.110.
25 R. Tong and G. Cox, Clean and Green? The New Zealand Environment. Auckland, 2000, p.7.
26 R. White, Inventing Australia. Sydney, 1981.
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[T]he professional historian’s concern for accuracy and complexity—the offer of
pluralism when the country calls for a unified vision—perhaps overlooks a need for
some mythology which will furnish sanction for action, some ‘club’ so that New
Zealanders who are not members of established or prestigious groups can feel a sense
of belonging.27

The practices of cultural invention and national mythologizing are neither limited to New

World countries, nor are they recent phenomena.  Rather, they have occurred frequently

in many societies through the centuries.  Historian Hugh Trevor-Roper revealed that the

Scottish Highland culture and tradition was a retrospective invention, its ‘badges’ of

tartan kilts and bagpipes imposed on the whole Scottish nation during the late 18th and

early 19th centuries.  This invention was part of an attempt to help the Scottish nation

break away from its former cultural dependence on Ireland.28

Prys Morgan has described how a flagging, endangered Welsh culture in the late 18th

century was consciously revived—albeit somewhat redefined—by the early 19th

century.  Indeed, at the end of the 17th century, Sir John Vanbrugh had portrayed Wales

in Aesop as ‘...a Country in the World’s back-side, where every Man is born a

Gentleman, and a Genealogist.’29  In other words, Wales was ‘a land of unchanging

backwardness, whose people had plenty of ancestry but no national history.’30  One

cannot help but draw a comparison with New Zealand, where there is currently a

powerful resurgence of interest in genealogy amongst both Pakeha and Maori.  As King

points out, many Pakeha people ‘have rediscovered that the experience of being an Irish

New Zealander, or a Scottish New Zealander, has a different flavour from that of being a

Polish or Chinese New Zealander.’31

New Zealand is a typical ‘young’ New World country, with its small population

dominated by a broad band of literate middle-class inhabitants, and so concerns

regarding cultural character and heritage appear prevalent.  As Kafka pointed out in his

diaries (when referring to Jewish literature in Czechoslovakia and Poland before World

War I), the coherence of national consciousness as encapsulated in the literature of small

nations

27 R. Brown, Cultural Questions: New Zealand  Identity in a Transnational Age, Studies in New
Zealand Culture, v.2, ed. I. Conrich. London, 1997, p.11.
28 H. Trevor-Roper, ‘The Invention of Tradition: The Highland Tradition of Scotland’, The Invention
of Tradition, ed. E. Hobsbawm. Cambridge, 1983, pp.15-41.
29 Sir John Vanbrugh quoted by Prys Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past
in the Romantic Period’, The Invention of Tradition, ed. E. Hobsbawm. Cambridge, 1983, p.45.
30 P. Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past in the Romantic Period’, The
Invention of Tradition, ed. E. Hobsbawm. Cambridge, 1983, p.45.
31 M. King, Being Pakeha Now. Auckland, 1999, p.238.
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results in a more rapid (yet always closely scrutinized) development, . . .  the
narrowing down of the attention of a nation upon itself and the accepting of what is
foreign only in reflection, . . . the transitory awakening in the younger generation of
higher aspirations, which nevertheless leaves its permanent mark.32

The self-absorption described here may be perceived in current New Zealand society.

The past twenty years have seen a steady increase in the number of publications and

documentaries about New Zealand cultural identity, Kiwiana, an alternation of belief in,

and debunking of, Pakeha cultural myths, and a similar increase in television’s

preoccupation with what presenter Paul Holmes refers to daily, on prime time television,

as ‘our people today’.

Writing in 1998, the New Zealand journalist Peter Calder said ‘An advertising agency

has discovered what the rest of us have yet to learn: we’re in danger of forgetting what

makes us special.’33  This alarm-cry contains several elements: (i) a corporate entity has

made a discovery on our behalf, (ii) we have almost forgotten something!  (iii) the thing

we have almost forgotten is something of personal importance, and (iv) we are members

of a larger body of similar individuals, with whom we share certain ‘special’

characteristics.  The desired result from this complex of messages is presumably that we

will (i) be interested to discover who this advertising agency is (do they hold the clues to

our life and times?), (ii) we must try hard not to forget ‘what makes us special’, once we

find out what it is, (iii) we must value this thing, whatever the advertising agency tells us

it is, and (iv) it is incumbent upon us to spend a little more time observing how we are

part of our society, this ‘special’ group with the ‘special’ characteristics.

Laidlaw supports the view that New Zealand must be cognizant of its special

characteristics, and participated in a brainstorming session which concluded that an

organization should be formed to help define New Zealand’s particular qualities:

Promoting this country’s distinctive voice abroad is no longer just a matter of
cultural interest.  It is a matter of economic survival. . . .  The New Zealand Way
Ltd. . . . has begun to skilfully articulate New Zealand’s comparative advantages. . . .
Shining beacons of individuality are emerging in our music, our humour, our movies
and literature . . . a new cultural order based on the fusion of many separate
traditions.34

National self-absorption is also apparent in Jane Phare’s statement, when writing about

‘Kiwiana Culture’ in 1995: ‘There’s no doubt that to feel safe and proud about your

own culture, you first need to get one.’35  Like Calder’s statement earlier, this approach

verges on scaremongering: if we don’t have a culture we are lacking something, and in

32 F. Kafka, The Diaries of Franz Kafka 1910-23, ed. M.Brod. Harmondsworth, 1964, p.148 (entry for
25 December 1911).
33 P. Calder, ‘There’s no such thing as a free national identity’, NZH, 18-19 April 1998, p.A24.
34 C. Laidlaw, Rights of Passage:  Beyond the New Zealand Identity Crisis. Auckland, 1999, p.237.
35 J. Phare, ‘Kiwiana Culture’, NZH, 27 September 1995, Section 3, p.1.
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an unsafe condition.  It also carries an implication that one should have a culture

(singular).  Phare goes on to quote the artist Juliet Batten who has exhorted Pakeha to

go ‘back beyond Christianity to the Celts, their links with the land’—in order,

presumably, to ‘get’ a culture.36  The multitude of misapprehensions found here is also

to be found amongst the New Zealand public at large.  There is no simple line which

may be traced back from Pakeha to the Celts, and whether or not the Pakeha condition

was at one time broadly attributable to Christianity, declining Pakeha attendance at

churches across the country would suggest that it is certainly no longer the case.

Furthermore, Kiwiana is not culture, it is more a set of ‘collectibles’, of memorabilia

shrouded in nostalgia.  As the myths of Bicultural New Zealand, the Egalitarian Society,

Kiwi Ingenuity and Clean Green New Zealand lose their power, the New Zealand middle

classes appear to be clinging to the proud nostalgia of Kiwiana as a substitute for

cultural rootedness.  Phare’s claim that ‘pride in the 50s and 60s is one thing middle

New Zealand did feel’ is undermined by her admission that ‘Buzzy Bees, Sunlight soap

and jandals don’t have quite the same mana as the haka and the waka.’37  This cult-like

obsessive attachment to the ephemera of mid-20th century New Zealand is a classic

postmodern phenomenon in its eclecticism and ironic self-consciousness, whilst also

chiming in neatly with what remains of the national sense of egalitarianism; the

ordinariness and studied unpretentiousness suffusing any Kiwiana collection is an

important element, as is the special place given in those collections to items which

demonstrate special national inventiveness (for which, read Kiwi Ingenuity) such as the

Buzzy Bee and the Kaydee plastic sandal.38

Postmodernism, definitions for which abound, may be explained as a relativist and ironic

movement which has worked against not only the overtly modernist, but also against

various cultural authorities.  Australian art historian Christopher Allen portrays

postmodernism as being driven by the powerful forces of the commercial mass media,

and thus has contributed to the erosion of the arts’ defences against those media. It has

also confused and confounded future attempts at defining the shape of Australian art in

a context of an art history canon.  Australia shares New Zealand’s isolation, distance

from Europe, and a similar postcolonial condition, so when Allen explains the following

consequences of postmodernism for Australia we may also choose to read a similar

scenario for New Zealand:

36 This may well be a grander version of the popular imperative ‘Get a life!’
37 J. Phare, ‘Kiwiana Culture’, NZH, 27 September 1995, Section 3, p.1.
38 for more information about elements of Kiwiana and their provenance, see S. Barnett and R. Wolfe,
New Zealand! New Zealand! In Praise of Kiwiana. Auckland, 1989.
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We are ostensibly free to leave, but there is nowhere to go to, since there is no longer
a ‘centre’. . . . One can appreciate the many beauties of Australia, and enjoy life in
the great cosmopolitan cities, but there is rarely an absolutely necessary sense of
relation to place.  The postmodern experience of Australia is of a homelessness
without angst.39

Some commentators react against the labelling and branding of New Zealand style and

the limitations of repetitious imagery.  Interviewed shortly after a research trip to Finland

to explore the musical scene in a country of similar size and population density to New

Zealand, opera conductor Stephen Matthews ‘concede[d] regretfully that to outsiders,

New Zealand’s arts image abroad is rapidly becoming one of a single, land-based

culture’, stating that instead he celebrated the renaissance in New Zealand’s visual arts,

and the resurgence of interest in Pakeha New Zealand’s European origins which—he

hopes—should lead to an increased confidence and pride in the various mixtures of

cultural backgrounds.40

Matthews is not alone in reacting against a self-conscious or limited approach to

national style, eclectic or otherwise.  In an interview with Maggie Blake, furniture

designer Peter Bromhead warned against forcing a national style, saying

our preoccupation with trying to formulate a particularly New Zealand style.  He
equates this with cooking, which has come up with a ‘mish mash’ of ‘Pacific rim’
cuisine.  ‘You can’t force design in food or furniture.  It will come of its own accord.
The first thing is to get your basic good design and worry about New Zealand
embellishments afterwards.’41

The word ‘embellishments’ here is provocative, with its implication that New

Zealandness is something that can be tacked on as an afterthought.  This marginalizes

the ‘New Zealand’ content, relocating it in the superficial or decorative rather than in the

essential creative core, and raises an important question: if the special New Zealand

characteristics may be so easily attached, then does this betray an impoverished view of

culture, or even an impoverished culture?   And if so, then does it not also indicate a lack

of imagination?

New Zealand writer Bill Manhire also draws attention to a pervading lack of

imagination—perhaps even a resistance to the use of imagination—in New Zealand

society at large:

You notice this attitude in our driving habits, in our failure to learn languages other
than English and in the way the government tries to introduce superannuation reform
without being able to imagine what the likely reaction will be.  There’s a general
inability in this country to imagine other ways of being.42

39 C. Allen, Art in Australia: From Colonization to Postmodernism, London, 1997, p.202.
40 H. Lees, ‘Take up cultural baton, conductor challenges NZ’, NZH, 25 October 1997, p.A19.
41 M. Blake, ‘The SCANDI man’, NZH, 22 October 1997, p.G3.
42 ‘Bill Manhire Interviewed by Iain Sharp’, reprinted in Bill Manhire, Doubtful Sounds: Essays and
Interviews. Wellington, 2000, p.30.
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And in a similar vein, Bell laments a communal lack of imagination:

...it seems we have hardly evolved from Colonial values. . . . the content is
consistent: a romanticised past that never was, and a mythical present that avoids
dealing with issues that are too hard.

Given the tired look of so much national imagery, are there new ways in which we
could re-imagine our collective identities? . . . are we stuck with this predictable and
oppressive consensuality, which insists on a single set of images, a single national
character, and a single version of history?  . . . Is the national imagination unable to
come up with anything else?43

Nostalgia and predictable national imagery thus described could be considered evident

in the range of locally-produced television programmes with such titles as Blokes and

Sheds and The Game of our Life.44  The Blokes and Sheds mentality, together with a

vestigial instinct for keeping and repairing potentially useful equipment (rooted no doubt

in pioneering practices, and the necessary economies of farming), exemplify what

appears to be a common Pakeha tendency to hoard items of almost any type.

Emphasising that we are all part of history is the Backyard Shed, or as Belich calls it,
the bloke museum.  ‘It’s the museum of an individual life.  It’s the stuff a person has
collected ostensibly because it may come in handy.  But really,’ he asks, gazing
around the collection of tools, sporting goods and discarded furniture, ‘how much of
this is going to come in handy?  A lot of it they just can’t bear to throw away.’45

This propensity for hoarding appears analagous to the renaissance in genealogy

described earlier; relics of the past are retained and dwelt upon, perhaps for fear the past

might otherwise completely evaporate.

New Zealand’s new national museum, Te Papa, opened in February 1998 to much

acclaim and amidst huge controversy.  By the time it opened, its original sub-title ‘The

Museum of New Zealand’ had been replaced with the rather more vague translation

‘Our Place’.  Te Papa’s opening was featured over a number of days in news bulletins

and documentaries that showed the nation the result of years of intense discussions and

arguments amongst committees of planners and cultural mandarins.  The vast array of

New Zealand icons—from a Holden car clad in corrugated iron to a futuristic Maori pa

spray-painted in unlikely pastel colours, from a huge boulder of greenstone to larger-

than-life models of endangered and extinct animal species—provoked many responses

from members of the New Zealand artistic and cultural community.  Art sociologist

Denis Dutton wrote of the museum:

43 C. Bell, Inventing New Zealand: Everyday Myths of Pakeha Identity. Auckland, 1996, p.195.
44 The Game of Our Life was a New Zealand television series from 1996 which examined the nation’s
history of rugby playing.
45 B. Rudman, ‘Those were our young years’, NZH, 18-19 December 1999, p.E3.
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If Kiwi nostalgia is your delight, you’ll love it. . . . So what’s the meaningful
connection between the Northland Panels and a Kelvinator?  Knowing they are from
the late 1950s is as significant as learning that Lord Rutherford and Mae West were
both Virgos.  But whinge about the museum’s charmless degradation of a New
Zealand icon and you’re being ‘elitist’, trying to maintain an outdated, snobbish caste
system that still believes works of art are better than refrigerators.46

Also provoked by the Te Papa phenomenon, the New Zealand writer C.K. Stead railed

against the ‘Disneyfication of the arts—Maori and Pakeha’ and the perpetuation of anti-

elitism processes at work in New Zealand society.47   Te Papa appeared to have been

filled with an assortment of objects—the utilitarian alongside the artistic—as if it were

an enlarged shed; Belich’s description of the Backyard Shed being the ‘bloke’s

museum’ had perhaps been turned on its head, and now the National Museum was

displaying characteristics of the bloke’s shed.

One of the challenges faced by Te Papa’s planners was the responsibility of presenting

a balanced picture, particularly with respect to the histories and values of both Maori and

Pakeha.  The resultant depiction of Pakeha appears to be one of a loose aggregate of

races with short or invalid traditions and a lack of spiritual core, contrasting with a

depiction of Maori as an older race with beautiful, revered artefacts and a rich unbroken

tradition (despite those disadvantages which were placed upon it by the colonizing

forces).  Most of the represented Pakeha artistic culture is recent, arguably due to a

reluctance to show Pakeha culture as an amalgamation of other (older) cultures; where

such representation is unavoidable it is framed as something our misguided ancestors

did but which we enlightened modern New Zealanders would not contemplate.  Where

Maori culture is represented as a clearly identifiable thing, a representation of older

Pakeha culture is left to depend on stories of the land itself: effects of volcanic eruptions

and earthquakes, and a mention of the mining, whaling and farming pasts.

In examining the extent to which New Zealand Pakeha may or may not have their own

identifiable artistic strands, Belich has considered the possibility of a pure and unique

New Zealand cultural style, and decided that this is an overly simple approach:

Much of Pakeha culture was derivative, but derived from a pan-British compound
culture to which New Zealand had contributed its mite. Some . . . descends from
compound folk cultures that belong as much to New Zealand as to the other co-
owners, such as Australia. And some does seem to be developing distinctive Kiwi
sounds and distinctive Kiwi styles.48

One often perceives, when questions of distinctive or special New Zealand

characteristics are raised,  an element of relief at New Zealand’s relative isolation; to be

46 D. Dutton, ‘New national museum resembles junk shop’, NZH, 21 May 1998, p.A15.
47 C.K. Stead, ‘Te Papa: A Linguistic Approach’, reprinted in The Writer at Work. Dunedin, 2000,
p.217.
48 Belich Paradise, p.542.
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spared the excesses of Europe, be they avant-garde experimentalist art or the crazed

rampaging of football hooligans, can be a source of some satisfaction to many New

Zealanders.  This attitude and its origins have their Australian parallels.  In the late 19th

century, Australians enjoyed a rich and diverse cultural scene rather than the rigid

position which would later prevail: ‘the idea that an art which was not expressive of the

nation’s soul was intrinsically inferior, or even somehow unpatriotic, was far from

universally accepted.’49

The advent of modernism in Australia sparked a strongly resistant reaction, which turned

to genre and landscape art from the preceding century as an alternative to modernist art.

Post-war nostalgia and disenchantment with the new imported styles fuelled the drive for

a return to simple values:

By about 1921, . . . an improvised, unstated but de facto cultural quarantine existed in
Australia. . . . On the proposition that isolation was better than contagion,
Australian high culture was being ‘protected’: from decadence, from modernism, from
almost anything that was unfamiliar...50

The Australian cultural critic David Carter describes the 1950s in Australia as having

been ‘ahistorical’, and rejoices in the multitude of histories which have appeared in the

latter part of the 20th century.  He approves of multiculturalism as ‘a spacious discourse

in which the ethnic diversity of the nation can be contained’, a discourse through which

the assimilation of differences is facilitated and acknowledged.51

Yet some would caution against the current stressing of the multicultural viewpoint.

Hobsbawm has highlighted relatively recent fears held by French Canadians ‘that

Canada’s now official “multiculturalism” is simply a plot aimed at “crushing

Francophonie’s special needs under the political weight of multiculture”.’52  In New

Zealand, Maori are similarly concerned that their special status should not be

marginalized by multiculturalism, nor for that matter by a Pakeha-driven biculturalism:

Iwi authority must be defined first and foremost by Maori.  It is not for Pakeha to
define who we are or to assume that their recognition is of primary importance. . . .
Iwi definitions must be maintained by Maori.53

Contesting the bicultural view of the New Zealand nation,  National Party Member of

Parliament Marie Hasler has claimed that

49 J.F. Williams, The Quarantined Culture: Australian Reactions to Modernism 1913-1939.
Cambridge, 1995, p.2.
50 ibid., p.5.
51 D. Carter, ‘Future Pasts’, The Abundant Culture: Meaning and Significance in Everyday Australia.
St. Leonards, 1995, p.3.
52 E. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: programme, myth, reality, 2nd ed.,
Cambridge, 1990, p.172.
53 L. Pihama, ‘Tribal Definitions not for Pakeha’, NZH, 4 May 1998, p.A13.
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New Zealand is essentially a monocultural society. . . .  Wherever modernity landed
its intellectual vigour, the breaking of fixed ideas, the freeing of the human mind and
spirit became the most powerful instruments of social change.  The European-Maori
assimilation gave New Zealand new wealth and a world perspective.54

Hasler advocates what she calls an ongoing ‘symbiotic relationship with Maori’, and

appears to have neither fears for New Zealand’s cultural future nor doubts about its

national cohesion.

Fear of the foreign, or at least fear of a dilution of one’s community, continues to

provoke many ethnic and nationalist reactions around the globe and to play a part in the

rise of fundamentalism in many countries.  According to the Samoan-born New Zealand

writer Albert Wendt, there is a particularly Pakeha phenomenon which is a condition of

alienation, and which hinges on a sense of unreality and exile.55  Wendt ascribes this to

New Zealand’s separation from the ‘mother country’ and to links with Western

European culture.  Maori, on the other hand, are not preoccupied with exile, but rather a

sense of loss and suffering which ‘counteract the maps and fictions, in Pakeha literature,

of victorious pioneer history and achievement and harmonious race relations.’56

As described earlier, the planners for Te Papa may have found the representation of

Maori culture as clearly identifiable, but the representation of older Pakeha culture is left

to depend on stories of the land itself.  And it is the land which is, and always has been,

at the core of Maori-Pakeha relations.  There is no consensus as to whether or not

Maori and Pakeha currently regard the land in a similar way.  To take a pair of

examples: Ruth Brown claims that in Geoff Park’s book Nga Uruora he emphasized

pre-human New Zealand, and that Park thus makes a case for the ‘real’ New Zealand to

be an uninhabited land, doing so in such a way as to show Maori and Pakeha that they

share similar relationships with the land, which ‘is their unique and shared identity.’57

On the other hand, Doug Graham—then Minister in charge of Treaty of Waitangi

Negotiations—said in 1997 that although we all use a river ‘we don’t revere it as Maori

do’58 he released a flood of reactions, provoking Philip Temple to accuse Graham of

‘an uncritical and misty-eyed view that most Maori are in touch and most Pakeha are

not’, and to make an impassioned case for:

54 M. Hasler, ‘The treaty: where are we heading?’ NZH, 25 March 1997, p.A13.
55 A. Wendt, ‘Pacific Maps and Fiction(s)’, Asian and Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities,
Nationalities, ed. J. Barnes. Bundoora, 1995, p.37.
56 ibid.
57 R. Brown, Cultural Questions: New Zealand Identity in a Transnational Age, Studies in New
Zealand Culture, v.2. London, 1997, pp.5-6.
58 D. Graham, as quoted by P. Temple: ‘A Pakeha spirit that belongs in the hills of New Zealand’,
NZH, 28 July 1997, p.A13.
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[the] tens of thousands of other non-Maori citizens of this country for whom their
identity as New Zealanders is rooted in a reverence and love for nature and landscape
which, while different, is just as valid and as powerful as the Maori’s.59

The Australian writer Deborah Bird Rose, considering the effects of European

settlement on Australian Aboriginal peoples, has voiced concerns over what she calls the

‘egocentric quality of standard European and American-derived concepts of

wilderness’.60  Rose fears that these ‘concepts of wilderness’ are so inadequate that if

signs of occupation are not immediately apparent in the land then it is in danger of being

mistakenly perceived as ‘natural’ or empty of culture.   The Australian settler concept of

terra nullius (land which was not owned) was a misinterpretation of the state of the land,

and parallels the New Zealand situation in which early settlers sought potentially

productive land, giving English names to rivers and mountains, ignoring their cultural

significance to Maori and overwriting their original Maori names.61  Mount Taranaki,

for example, was for more than a century re-named Mount Egmont, but its original

Maori name was re-instated during the Maori Renaissance of the 1980s.

In naming his book Being Pakeha, Michael King was both explaining that he was

neither Maori nor trying to be Maori, while at the same time legitimizing his Pakeha

experiences and placing them in a cultural and historical context which dwells on Maori-

Pakeha issues.62  Gibbons has explained further: [Being Pakeha is] ‘a phrase which

insists on a double heritage, which still claims that portion of experience and cultural

identity constructed out of the colonizing discourse.’63

The common view of Pakeha lacking a cultural tradition reverberates throughout Pakeha

society, and reactions to it are polarized.  The Maori Renaissance which gained

momentum in the mid-1980s initiated widespread re-learning of Maori pronunciation

and an increase in the study of Te Reo.  Education policies are drawn and redrawn with

a view to striking bilingual and bicultural balance, and Maori Studies is an increasingly

popular University subject.  King explains that in recent national literature ‘there has

been a tendency to romanticize Maori life, in compensation for the literature of an earlier

generation, which denigrated it.’64 Increasing numbers of Pakeha claim that they

embrace Maori values, and some go so far as to say that they are, in every way except

skin colour (or DNA) Maori.  As one of New Zealand’s senior composers Jenny

59 P. Temple, ‘A Pakeha spirit that belongs in the hills of New Zealand’, NZH,  28 July 1997, p.A13.
60 D.B. Rose, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal views of landscape and wilderness. Canberra,
1996, p.17.
61 C. Bell, Inventing New Zealand: Everyday Myths of Pakeha Identity. Auckland, 1996, p.33.
62 M. King, Being Pakeha. Auckland, 1985.
63 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature ed. T. Sturm. Auckland,
1991, p.87.
64 M. King, Being Pakeha Now. Auckland, 1999, p.236.
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McLeod has said: ‘I’ve never felt separate from the Maori people. . . .  To me I am a

Maori.  I don’t care if my skin isn’t the same colour.’65  In response to claims of this

sort, King wrote:

I feel nothing but sadness for Pakeha who want to be Maori, or who believe they
have become Maori—usually empty vessels waiting to be filled by the nearest exotic
cultural fountain—who romanticise Maori life and want to bask for ever in an aura of
aroha and awhina.66

Rangimarie Rose Pere interprets this phenomenon as the result of Pakeha ‘cultural

cringe’, and tells Pakeha not to worry while simultaneously taking the opportunity to

express the value of the Maori language:

They shouldn’t worry at all but they do.  They sense that the Maori has something
special.  We have, and it is one of the traits that makes Aotearoa unique.  Unique in
terms of the great spiritual wisdom contained in the Maori language.  Every word has
both an ordinary and a sacred meaning.67

The Maori concept of Whakapapa, recently described by Maori historian and

sociologist Charles Royal as ‘the great obsession’ of the Maori world, is in a sense

genealogy.  However it is not simply concerned with relationships between people, but

also their inter-connectedness with the land, with nature, and with the gods.68  Maori

ancestral histories tend to be more directly connected with specific pieces of land, which

conceivably strengthens the sense of that land as having spiritual significance.

Written histories have often been equated by some Maori with European cultural power,

amongst whom there is a suspicion that the writing of histories is an attempt to conquer.

Elizabeth Rata argues that the tradition of iwi has been adversely affected by

colonization and capitalism, and that attempts to legally define iwi—thus framing Maori

tradition within a Western construct—can also be interpreted as a form of conquest.69

C.K. Stead has commented:

They [pre-19th century Maori] had no conception of a single ‘Maori nation’ . . . nor
of a single state called Aotearoa.  That Maori name for New Zealand appeared first in
the nineteenth century.  A common adversary has forged some kind of unity — but
the idea of Maori nationhood is more European and intellectual than truly Maori; just
as the strongest moral arguments Maoris can summon against the Pakeha are those of
a European liberal tradition.70

65 E. Kerr, ‘Jenny McLeod Talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Spring 1988, p.10.
66 M. King, Being Pakeha. Auckland, 1985, p.238.
67 R.R. Pere, ‘The Mother Energy’, Vision Aotearoa: Kaupapa New Zealand, ed. W. Ihimaera.
Wellington, 1993, p.172.
68 C. Royal, ‘Genealogy as whakapapa’, NZL, 9 June 2001, p.20.
69 B. Martin, ‘The notion of “Pakeha bi-culturalists” is abhorrent’, NZH, 21 April 1998, p.A13.
70 C.K. Stead, ‘Witi Ihimaera: Old Wounds and Ancient Evils’ (1986), reprinted in Answering to the
Language: Essays on Modern Writers. Auckland, 1989, p.190.
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Drawing the line between what existed already and what has been invented

retrospectively is often problematic; certainly pre-colonial Maori were strongly tribal.

Belich believes that the word Aotearoa did actually exist before European contact,

however initially ‘the name probably applied only to the North Island . . . but is now

used as the Maori name for the whole country.’71  King, writing more recently than

Belich, has examined the extent to which various tribes have used the word since the

mid-19th century, and concluded ‘New Zealand was certainly not known to Maori as

Aotearoa in the pre-European times.  Just as certainly, it is called that now by most

Maori of the modern era.’72

Bella Te Aku Graham has emphasised the importance of the collective, indeed the

cumulative, to Maori, whereby living members of a tribe are considered also to embody

their ancestors.73  Taking to task those 19th century ‘amateur academics’ such as

Elsdon Best who produced written documents outlining their findings about the Maori

peoples, Graham laments the fact that despite being subsequently called into doubt, these

writings continue to perpetuate widespread beliefs about Maori history amongst both

Maori and Pakeha by virtue of the durability of the printed word.  Since the period of

Maori Renaissance it has become common for accusations to be levelled at written

histories in this way, while traditional oral histories are upheld as pure and accurate.

The Maori entertainer Sir Howard Morrison, arguing for the creation of a ‘fully fledged

Maori theatre’ which would ‘cut across all tribal boundaries and with all forms of art

including kapa haka’, stated:

While the ballet and the orchestra are viewed as national icons they are in fact
imported culture, and are not drawcards for overseas visitors because there are much
better companies worldwide.  It’s not an icon, as far as I’m concerned, if it’s only
promoting a culture that has been imported.74

In New Zealand, as in other countries, debates about Arts Funding perennially centre on

the relative merits of transplanted European cultural genres as opposed to more home-

grown genres.  Here again, it is difficult to draw the line between indigenous and

imported culture, as one cannot ignore the European/American roots in (for example) Sir

Howard’s vocal style and repertoire.

The myths of Bicultural New Zealand, Egalitarian New Zealand, Kiwi Ingenuity and

Clean Green New Zealand appear to be in decline, and no amount of clutching at

71 J. Belich, Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders From Polynesian Settlement to the
End of the Nineteenth Century. Auckland, 1996, p.40.
72 M. King, The Penguin History of New Zealand. Auckland, 2003, p.42.
73 B. Te Aku Graham, ‘Riding Someone Else’s Waka: Tribal Identity and Academic Theory’, Asian
and Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities, Nationalities, ed. J. Barnes. 1995, pp.45-63.
74 R. Knight and K. Burge, ‘Maori knight pushes for national theatre’, NZH, 6 October 1997, p.A13.
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Kiwiana as ersatz culture will solve the problem.  Nationalist behaviours and attitudes

have appeared in various guises, partly in resistance to the realities of globalization, and

partly to provide New Zealanders with a purposeful sense of community and belonging.

What does remain, albeit contested, is the land, and connection to the land is a recurrent

theme in this country.  The social commentator Gordon McLauchlan has written

though this is an urban country and has been for a long time, there’s a fair amount of
evidence from John Clarke, Barry Crump, the Topp Twins, and others that we may
live in the cities but our hearts are in the country.75

The land-based view of New Zealand heritage is frequently supported by obvious

mechanisms.  In 1999 the Auckland Regional Council created a set of posters and free

postcards of scenery ‘to encourage Aucklanders to remember the special landscapes

they live in,’76 and in 1998 the New Zealand Government’s Ministry of Research,

Science and Technology prepared scenarios as part of its ‘Foresight Project’ in

response to the question ‘What shape might New Zealand be in in 2010?’: ‘...we have

seen ourselves as possums and as sharks.  Today, the final scenario paints us as trees,

particularly kahikatea which grow best in community.’77  This may be read as either a

strongly ironic statement, or a ludicrous attempt at social manipulation; if the latter, then

one is presumably intended to conclude that the misguided New Zealander of yesterday

may be represented as a noxious imported pest or a murderous one-person operation,

whereas tomorrow’s Real New Zealander may be considered rooted in the soil, and

community-minded.

The land has contributed to national identity via what might be called the Landscape

Myth, that is, a belief that the New Zealand landscape is different from the landscapes

elsewhere, and that this affects the New Zealand psyche and also has an effect on the

creative output of New Zealanders.  As the London-based New Zealand-born sociologist

Nigel Clark has pointed out, this effectively required

the invention of a distinct New Zealand nature.  A nature that was so unique, so pure,
primordial, and enduring it would be capable of drawing in and anchoring all  the
peoples of New Zealand.  So European New Zealanders, rather like settler Canadians,
Australians, and South Africans, set out in search of a nature that was uniquely
‘ours’.78

This Landscape Myth may be seen in relation to the other four myths previously

explored.  The myth of Bicultural New Zealand contributes to ongoing debates about the

two cultures’ relative claims on the land, debates about spiritual connections to the land,

75 G. McLauchlan, ‘Making sense of humour’ (a review of Kiwi Jokers by Matt Elliott), NZH,
19 April 1997, p.G7.
76 P. English, ‘Pride in our Landscapes’, NZH, 2-3 October, 1999, p.A13.
77 ‘...And industrious Kiwis lived happily ever after’, NZH, 8 January, 1998, p.A11.
78 N. Clark, ‘Cultural Studies for Shaky Islands’, Cultural Studies in Aotearoa New Zealand, ed. C.
Bell. Oxford, 2004, p.11.
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and the writing of shared histories which have taken place on the land.  The myth of

Egalitarian New Zealand is connected to the idea that the land and the landscape are

there for everybody to enjoy and appreciate.  The myth of Kiwi Ingenuity is perhaps

less strongly associated, although it intersects with the Landscape Myth in such

situations as farming.  Clean Green New Zealand is the myth which is most obviously

and directly connected: aspects of the Landscape Myth rely on a concept of New

Zealand’s landscapes as raw, powerful and natural, as well as deeply meaningful and

symbolic.

The myths may be debunked, exposed, and in due course discarded, but the land itself

will remain.  The land—and the idea of the landscape—has permeated much of the

nation’s identity-building, and the importance of the land in New Zealand’s cultural

forms will be examined in the following sections.  I will explore the ways in which the

land, and notions of land(scape), have appeared across the various cultural forms, and

furthermore I will consider the ways in which some of the nation’s cultural endeavours

are moving away from a straightforward dependence on land-based imagery into new

pastures of possibilities.

Because the Pakeha sense of cultural identity is insecure, there is a belief that one’s New

Zealandness ought to be treated as being of prime importance, something to which one

must be true.  This essentially nationalist attitude has encouraged generations of creative

artists to be true to their country, thereby playing a part in protecting and nurturing the

fledgling culture.  Stead has commented: ‘We lack a secure collective identity, which

means the individual identity has to be exceptionally strong and well-formed to survive

here and find expression.’79 yet it is a collective identity to which many would still wish

to be connected.  As Belich says, what is now required is for New Zealanders to

recognize the legacies of recolonization:  ‘In culture, . . . it is almost as though we still

expect that the really tall poppies should be in London, and that London will handle our

cultural quality control.’80   The recognition that ‘it was the old homogeneity and

conformism that was artificial’, and an admission that it is acceptable and necessary for

New Zealanders to make their own assessments and evaluations, will provide a more

secure path for the nation’s creative artists.81   The tensions arising from those

oppositions which are a part of New Zealand life will be precisely the forces that shape

New Zealand culture.

79 C.K. Stead, personal communication, 30 January 2002.
80 Belich Paradise, pp.548-9.
81 ibid., p.549.
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1.2 Rivers Running Down through New Zealand’s Artistic Landscapes

So what impressions of our landscape and ourselves may be revealed to us by our arts?

In particular, what is revealed about Pakeha culture?  Given the widespread claims for

the effects of the land(scape) on New Zealand’s cultural forms, it is worth contemplating

how the particular environmental conditions of this land and its settlements are portrayed

or evident in the literature, art and music produced here.  Having a small, relatively new

population and few cities of significant size, there are few large phenomena in New

Zealand other than the land itself which attract attention in the ways that the large

architectural masterpieces of Europe do.  Consequently the process whereby the

country’s creative artists’ attention moves away from the land is slower: an artist

surveying the horizon for inspiration or a sense of place will find that aside from the

natural landscape there are few other features on which to dwell.

A survey of landscape in the arts of New Zealand over recent years also calls for a

consideration of how one might attempt to define ‘landscape’.  During a research

residency in New Zealand in 1987, the British art historian Tom Mitchell began drafting

his paper Imperial Landscape, which opens with a list of ‘Theses on Landscape’:

1. Landscape is not a genre of art but a medium
2. Landscape is a medium of exchange between the human and the natural, the self and the other.

As such, it is like money: good for nothing in itself, but expressive of a potentially limitless
reserve of value.

3. Like money, landscape is a social hieroglyph that conceals the actual basis of its value.  It 
does so by naturalizing its conventions and conventionalizing its nature.

4. Landscape is a natural scene mediated by culture.  It is both a represented and a presented space,
both a signifier and a signified, both a frame and what a frame contains, both a real place and 
its simulacrum, both a package and the commodity inside the package.

5. Landscape is a medium found in all cultures.
6. Landscape is a particular historical formation associated with European imperialism.
7. Theses 5 and 6 do not contradict one another.
8. Landscape is an exhausted medium, no longer viable as a mode of artistic expression.  Like 

life, landscape is boring; we must not say so.
9. The landscape referred to in Thesis 8 is the same as that of Thesis 6.82

When taken individually, each thesis on the surface of it seems feasible, but when

juxtaposed in this way their contradictory nature is highlighted, and they set the scene

for what follows: an exploration of the degree to which landscape aesthetics and

criticism have developed over recent years.  This exploration includes the exposition of

the ‘dark side of the landscape’—the ways in which innocent idealistic representations

of nature can be used to disguise moral, ideological and political darknesses, and the

view of the framework in which ideas about landscape are constructed—and unveils a

complex and often paradoxical state of affairs.

82 W.J.T. Mitchell, ‘Imperial Landscape’, Landscape and Power, ed. W.J.T. Mitchell. Chicago, 1994,
p.5.
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Mitchell’s juxtaposed and contradicted statements exemplify here what the British

historian David Hackett Fischer would call ‘Historians’ Fallacies’, in particular ‘the

fallacy of ambiguity’, whereby a word (in this case ‘landscape’) which has more than

one meaning is used without sufficient specification of which meaning is intended.83

By juxtaposing theses 5 and 6, for example, Mitchell is implicitly acknowledging

Fischer’s ‘fallacy of ambiguity’, his purpose here being to demonstrate that the

mythology of landscape, particularly in post-colonial cultures, is flawed.

While landscape features in many contemporary Western cultural forms, the concept of

landscape as somehow ideal, pure, or separable from everyday realities is absent from

(for example) traditional Maori culture. As Pound has said, ‘The Maori did not paint

landscape, nor feel the need to.  Landscape, the pictorial attitude to the land . . . is purely

an imported convention.’84  Indeed, for Maori, ‘art’ as a concept which is separable

from Maori functional forms is a very recent phenomenon.  Nor should one forget that

often the roles of Maori decoration and artifice are primarily spiritual.  Until recent

(Pakeha-influenced) times the art and artistry of the Maori lay in the decoration and the

finishing detail of any craft work, rather than specific abstracted objects of art.  Mitchell,

however, challenges Professor Sir Ernst Gombrich’s claims that landscape painting

originated as a new genre from sixteenth-century European painting; while this may be

true of the history of landscape painting in England, we are reminded of the antiquity of,

for example, Chinese landscape painting.85  According to Mitchell, the representation of

nature as ‘natural’ frees it from conventional forms and standard symbolism, and works

towards the unification of landscape representation and landscape perception.86

In an attempt to clear up ‘a few common misconceptions [one of which] is that there’s

no gap between nature and landscape’ the New Zealand writer and museum curator Ian

Wedde has provided an alternative view of how Landscape—as an artistic concept—may

be defined.  Wedde states that it

‘(one) does not exist apart from representation;

(two) cannot go away once it has been produced within culture; and

(three) is capable of reproduction and of fading.’87

83 D.H. Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Towards a Logic of Historical Thought. London, 1971, p.265.
84 F. Pound, Frames on the Land: Early Landscape Painting in New Zealand. Auckland, 1983, p.12.
85 E. Gombrich, ‘The Renaissance Theory of Art and the Rise of Landscape’ (1953), quoted by W.J.T.
Mitchell in ‘Imperial Landscape’, Landscape and Power, ed. W.J.T. Mitchell. Chicago, 1994, p.7.
86 F. Pound, Frames on the Land: Early Landscape Painting in New Zealand. Auckland, 1983, p.12.
87 I. Wedde, ‘The Isle of Poplars: Does Landscape Exist?’, reprinted in How to be Nowhere; Essays and
Texts 1971-1994. Wellington, 1995, p.264.
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The purpose of (one) is to separate nature from landscape, and feature (two) presents a

viral, or perhaps cancerous, image of Landscape; a thing which is self-perpetuating and

which thrives ‘within culture’.  Insofar as visual arts are concerned, (three) is very clear,

unless one questions why fading does not amount to ‘going away’.  However, taking

the definition further into the realm of music and the aural arts immediately provokes a

question as to how the ‘fading’ might be manifest.

Wedde is concerned with evidence of ‘a nationalist programme, a programme of

national identity, in which they are required . . . to “show us where we really are”.’88

Wedde also points to this form of cultural nationalism as reproducing ‘the Romantic

delusions of the however well-meaning aristocracy and new bourgeoisie in France in the

1880s.’89

Mitchell’s inclusion in his landscape definitions of ‘a social hieroglyph that conceals

the actual basis of its value’ paraphrases Marx and alludes to the ‘dark side’ of

landscape.  If one considers value-accruing ‘investment’ oil- and water-colour paintings,

one might believe that this sort of commodification has no direct connection with the

landscape itself, however I would suggest that any cultural artefact can acquire ‘social

hieroglyph’ status, and that is not a quality inherent in the art form or genre itself, but

rather in the social constructs which operate at a particular time around a particular set of

artistic products.

The British historian Simon Schama locates the origins of the word ‘landscape’ in the

importation to England of the Dutch word landschap at the end of the sixteenth century,

explaining that (like its Germanic root Landschaft) it ‘signified a unit of human

occupation, indeed a jurisdiction, as much as anything that might be a pleasing object of

depiction’.90  So ownership was an inextricable part of the early landscape concept, and

to locate the concept of landscape entirely within the artistic and aesthetic realm is to

narrow its meanings and limit its applicability.

The imported Dutch landschap became, in England in the early 17th century, the

English form colloquially known as landskip.  Taken up by such artists as Henry

Peacham, the landskip was typically a depiction of rural life which was intended ‘as a

moral corrective to the ills of court and city; for the medicinal properties of its plants; for

the Christian associations of herbs and flowers; and above all for its proclamation of the

stupendous benevolence of the Creator.’91

88 ibid., p.268.
89 ibid.
90 S. Schama, Landscape and Memory. London, 1995, p.10.
91 ibid, p.11.
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English landscape painting during the Industrial Revolution passed through the

Topographical phase of the 1770s and 1780s, which was concerned with factual

recording of what was visible, followed by the Sublime and the Picturesque, which

would at times have industrial sites such as mills and quarries relocated to remote

picturesque scenery, or at other times depict an Arcadian paradise.  The sublime was

characterized by strong contrasts (dark and light, storms and serenity), whereas the

picturesque was more rugged and asymmetrical.92  These were contemporary with the

English Landscape Movement, in which a naturalistic style of garden design, such as

those designed by Capability Brown, was sought in preference over a formal garden.

In the 19th century, ‘when more orthodox and systematic beliefs were declining, faith in

nature became a form of religion.’93  The English art critic John Ruskin’s seminal work

Modern Painters expressed his belief ‘that the inherent sanctity of nature had a

purifying and uplifting effect on those who opened their hearts to her influence’, and

brought to the task detailed descriptions of ‘natural forms, leaves, branches, cloud-

structures [and] geological formations.’94

Simon Schama’s exploration of civilization’s relationships to nature, in particular

landscape and its significance to social memory, has revealed the complexity of man’s

relationship with the land:

...acknowledging the ambiguous legacy of nature myths . . .require[s] us to recognize
that landscapes will not always be simple “places of delight”—scenery as seductive,
topography so arranged to feast the eye.  For those eyes . . . are seldom clarified of
the promptings of memory.  And the memories are not all of pastoral picnics.95

Earthworks or Land Art emerged in the late 1960s, gaining public awareness through

exhibitions in New York and at Cornell University in 1968 and 1969 respectively,

although the artworks themselves exist in the environment, using the land as a site which

is fashioned into the artwork.  One of the most celebrated of these is Robert Smithson’s

Spiral Jetty 1970) in Great Salt Lake, Utah.96

The words ‘earthing’ and ‘grounding’ may be used as metaphors for ways in which

humans strive to envisage some security in their situation, both physically and

psychologically. Concerns with ‘grounding’ one’s art, and indeed one’s very existence,

are explored by the Australia-based writer Paul Carter:

92 F.D. Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution. London, 1947, rev. 1967, pp.72, 73.
93 K. Clark, Landscape into Art. Harmondsworth, 1949, reprinted 1996, p.142.
94 ibid.
95 S. Schama, Landscape and Memory. London, 1995, p.18.
96 I. Chilvers and H. Osborne (eds.), The Oxford Dictionary of Art. Oxford, 1988, rev. 1993, p.160.
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Is it not odd that ours [contemporary Western culture], the most nomadic and
migratory of cultures, should found its polity, its psychology, its ethics and even its
poetics on the antithesis of movement: on the rhetoric of foundations, continuity,
genealogy, stasis?
. . . But perhaps it is inevitable; for a culture that is ungrounded, movement, however
integral to its survival, must always constitute a threat. . . . If we were grounded, the
cultural opposition between movement and stasis would disappear.97

Carter explores the concept of being grounded, referring to Rilke’s desire to have firm

ground (grounded memories) on which to stand.  Yet here in New Zealand, as Clark

points out, ‘even the “ground beneath our feet” can be restless and mobile.’98

Bearing in mind the history of landscape, and the problematics of landscape notions

outlined above, it is time to move on and examine some of the roles which New

Zealand’s landscapes have played in each of the nation’s cultural forms while also

briefly surveying the history of those forms in New Zealand and noting the areas in

which the landscape has been, at times, less important.

Literature

Gibbons has shown that early New Zealand writers in the 1890s and 1900s ‘had hoped

to develop a sense of ‘belonging’ to New Zealand by incorporating into their works

indigenous subjects, especially the birds, the bush, and the Maori.’99  Gradually, from

the 1930s through to the 1980s the focus moved away from Maori a little, and

concentrated more on the land.  Writers such as J.C. Beaglehole exhorted New

Zealanders to develop a sense of identity with the country through greater attention to

the land, and the early travellers in the land.

In 1947 the poet Charles Brasch returned to New Zealand after twenty years overseas,

and founded Landfall, a literary magazine which has survived to the present day.

Brasch’s explicit intention was to help formulate ‘a distinct New Zealand literature’

which would ‘define New Zealand.’100  Over the years, Brasch’s methods of editing

have been adapted and changed in many ways, but the forum which he established over

fifty years ago still provides a useful and productive channel for continuing debate.

97 P. Carter, The Lie of the Land. London, 1996, pp.2-3, 14-15.
98 N. Clark, ‘Cultural Studies for Shaky Islands’, Cultural Studies in Aotearoa New Zealand, ed. C.
Bell. Oxford, 2004, p.15.
99 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.70.
100 C. Brasch, Indirections: A Memoir 1909-1947. Wellington, 1980, p.391.
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A year after Brasch established Landfall, New Zealand writer Allen Curnow introduced

his seminal Caxton Anthology of New Zealand Verse by drawing an image of the New

Zealand poet as prophet, likening the literary scene of the day in some respects to the

nationalist literature of the Polish Romantics and the Irish poets of the revival.101  Stead

explains this comparison in terms of their similar origins:

Literary nationalism in New Zealand has been the expression less of an achieved
nationhood than of the desire to achieve it. . . . But when does political independence
become independence of mind and imagination—and at what point does such a
condition become desirable?102

Gibbons has drawn attention to the common misrepresentation of a colonial or settler

society’s literary history as being the evolution of a ‘national literature’:

This is often the stated programme of writers and critics in colonial societies, but to
regard the programme as the performance is to fail to recognize the ideological
scaffolding. . . . there can be no ‘authentic’ New Zealand literature in any absolute
sense, and no omega point towards which writing proceeds.103

The futility of seeking a cultural utopia need not, however, detract from the value of

examining evolutionary and revolutionary trends through literature and various other art

forms.

Focus on the land and the men who worked it was characteristic of New Zealand poet

Denis Glover’s work during the mid-20th century.  Similarly, concern with the land

paired with a pervading sense of rootlessness and disquiet featured strongly in Brasch’s

poetry.  Not only did the land attract attention, but also the coastline and the sea itself, as

Curnow explained:

...notice how much in how many of these poets is sea-coast stuff.  The islands are
not content within themselves; their coasts are crowded with images of arrival and
departure.104

For expatriate New Zealanders, one sense of exile can effectively be replaced with

another.  Relocated New Zealanders are aware of being an outsider in both lands, and

there is little to stop the distant home country in an exile’s memory becoming an

idealized, green, static, trouble-free, welcoming fiction.  Charles Brasch, Katherine

Mansfield, Janet Frame and many others spent much time in England and elsewhere,

writing about being in New Zealand.

101 A. Curnow’s introduction to A Book of New Zealand Verse 1923-1945, reprinted in Curnow’s
Look Back Harder: Critical Writings 1935-1984. Auckland, 1987, p.49.
102 C.K. Stead, ‘Nationalism, Regionalism and the Tradition in Contemporary New Zealand Poetry’,
1990 lecture given in Germany, reprinted in The Writer at Work. Dunedin, 2000, p.94.
103 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.32.
104 A. Curnow’s introduction to A Book of New Zealand Verse 1923-1945, reprinted in Curnow’s
Look Back Harder: Critical Writings 1935-1984. Auckland, 1987, p.65.
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The figure who stands out most clearly in the history of the mid-20th century Pakeha

novel is that of John Mulgan’s Man Alone, a Pakeha bloke, a Do-It-Yourself-er, a man

who attempted to simply remove himself from civilization and ‘go bush’.105  Like

similar characters in earlier novels by Robin Hyde and John A. Lee, this isolated

individual is a disappointed man, a man forced into making dramatic compromises.

Unlike Hyde and Lee, however, Mulgan shaped his Man Alone figure while living in

England:

Mulgan was trying to establish in his own mind the identity of the New Zealand he
had left behind—at one level socially and politically, at another (one might say)
mythically, existentially, even metaphysically.106

Much of New Zealand’s landscape is almost manageable enough, with its generally mild

climate and rich vegetation, for New Zealanders (particularly those living abroad) to

harbour a view of their homeland as an Arcadian paradise.  The claustrophobia which

may be evoked by the heavily-populated settlements of Northern Europe, and the

inescapability of their industrial and commercial infrastructures, has contributed to a

rejection of the ‘Mother’ country and an imaginary reliance on New Zealand’s

heartland as a plausible alternative for any citizen feeling beset by circumstances.  Yet

ultimately the hero of Man Alone, Johnson, is rejected by the land; the relationship

between the man and the land comes to an end with bittersweet regrets not unlike the end

of a close relationship.

The original Man Alone figure was, of course, a (heterosexual) Pakeha male; indeed,

female characters are scarce in Mulgan’s novel.  Written at the end of World War II,

Mulgan’s memoirs related his impressions of the New Zealand soldiers as ‘quiet and

aloof and self-contained, . . . coherent, practical, successful...’107; as Gibbons explains,

the literature from this time often exhibited ‘this convergence of masculinity, personal

identity and national identity.’108  As Ruth Harley (now Chief Executive of the New

Zealand Film Commission) explained:

Literature has always led our culture and New Zealand has been an urban culture since
last century.  The writers in the 1930s said, ‘We’re going to make New Zealand
literature and our own people.  What is a New Zealander like?  Well, a jolly good
bloke is what he’s like and he’s out there in the bush and he’s rough and he’s tough
and he’s strong in himself and he’s Man Alone and he’s Arawata Bill and every
character Sargeson ever wrote.109

105 J. Mulgan, Man Alone. London, 1939.
106 C.K. Stead, ‘John Mulgan: A Question of Identity’, Kin of Place: Essays on 20 New Zealand
Writers. Auckland, 2002, p.176.
107 J. Mulgan, Report on Experience. publ. posthumously, London, 1947, rev. Auckland, 1967;
quoted by P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.76.
108 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.76.
109 R. Harley, ‘Gluing New Zealand Together’, Vision Aotearoa: Kaupapa New Zealand , ed. W.
Ihimaera. Wellington, 1993, p.79.
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In the 1950s a rift developed between the ‘Wellington poets’(meaning primarily James

K. Baxter and Louis Johnson) and Auckland-based Curnow. The younger poets

complained

that Curnow expected them to carry on the ‘South Island myth’, which Brasch,
Curnow, Glover and Holcroft had supposedly developed in the 1930s.  The myth—
closely related to the figure of the ‘man alone’—demanded that New Zealand poets
express alienation from the landscape, that New Zealand identity be won by hard
poetic labour.110

Their argument was that New Zealand’s poets should be concerned with international

identity and participation, rather than preoccupied with New Zealand identity.

Interestingly, Curnow had earlier expressed a similar dissatisfaction with a narrow view

of literary identity; writing in 1941 with great enthusiasm for the work of New Zealand

poet R.A.K. Mason, he was simultaneously disparaging towards those who would insist

that all New Zealand literature should actively reflect the country and its people:

New Zealand’s completest poet might have happened to be chiefly preoccupied with the New
Zealand scene and people as subject matter.  It has just turned out, to the great misfortune of
the tourist trade, that he is not.111

Nevertheless, the Man Alone continues to reappear in the New Zealand literary and

cultural scene, being part of an ongoing rejection of European elements.  Lawrence

Jones, Professor of English at the University of Otago, lists recent examples of this

phenomenon, revealing a strand of the tradition as ‘the homosexual as Man Alone or as

a person on the edge of society’, another of the alcoholic Man Alone, and another of the

artist as Man Alone.112  Mark Williams, upon re-examination of Keri Hulme’s The

Bone People (1983), notes that despite its being heralded (internationally) as ‘a

triumphant break with the governing assumptions and ideological limitations of the

masculine realist tradition’, at the same time it must be admitted that in its journey into

New Zealand’s heartland (physical and spiritual), together with its ‘notably similar

figures of extreme isolation and priestly authority’, The Bone People reiterates the Man

Alone themes—the tradition has simply been reinterpreted.113

The Man Alone may continue to appear on our literary landscape in various forms,

however from the 1960s there has been a broadening of style and an appearance of other

important themes.  Furthermore, the land itself has at times become a character (in

fiction), assuming a dark and brooding presence.

110 K. Jensen, Whole Men: The Masculine Tradition in New Zealand Literature. Auckland, 1996,
p.96.
111 A. Curnow, ‘The Poetry of R.A.K. Mason’ (1941), reprinted in Curnow’s Look Back Harder:
Critical Writings 1935-1984. Auckland, 1987, p.29.
112 L. Jones, ‘The Novel’, OHNZL, p.182.
113 M. Williams, Leaving the Highway: Six Contemporary New Zealand Novelists. Auckland, 1990,
pp.23-24.
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Madness, isolation and damage have featured prominently in strands of New Zealand

literature, and not just in connection with the landscape.  Many of Frame’s novels focus

on characters whose artistic and creative sensitivities are placed under threat by the

uncaring and the ignorant.  Her characters’ experiences of emotional pain and

victimisation—undeniably connected with, but not determined by, her own biography—

portray dark and lonely situations with little hope except the individual’s inner strengths.

Yet as Marc Delrez points out, it is important to see those inner strengths as essential

strands in Frame’s work:

...without wishing to lose sight of Frame’s disposition to despair, I would like to
suggest that those readings which emphasize the dark side of the novel, to the
exclusion of more positive aspects, may originate in a failure to empathize with the
author’s proposed ‘imaginary recognitions’. . . . [H]owever unengaging the premises
of her quest, one cannot deny Frame’s profound dedication to the spirit of life, caught
up though it may be in the throes of catastrophe.114

As far as national identity is concerned, Frame’s view is of a world which falls short.

As Williams explains:

... Frame’s fiction is not simply social criticism in the ‘critical realist’ sense. . . .
Her fiction in the four decades since the war articulates the most thorough and
consistently radical criticism that we have of the ongoing effort to create a New
Zealand ‘identity’.  It registers the profound changes wrought on that society by all
the influences from ‘elsewhere’ that have passed through it.115

Gibbons has explained that women’s literature in New Zealand in the 1950s and 1960s,

unlike men’s literature,  was not particularly concerned with national identity, but rather

with people and their relationships; ‘the literary    world of women writers is far more

densely and variously populated than that of men; and New Zealand as a huge cultural

artifact recedes or almost vanishes altogether in the verbal particularization of life.’116

In the 1970s, world events and international politics were not completely absent from

New Zealand fiction: Stead’s first novel Smith’s Dream (1971), for example, brought a

Vietnam-style revolution into a New Zealand suburban landscape.  As Alan Rodgers-

Smith suggests:

Although revolution and civil war as a concept had been ambient in Australasian
cultural discourses since at least the mid-sixties anti-Vietnam protests, it became
plausible in this novel through its close descriptions of local detail, showing our
kinds of housing, suburb, industrial building, political figures, and landscape,
allowing purchase between the more abstract patterns of global economic failure and
national political crisis and daily understanding.117

114 M. Delrez, ‘The Eye of the Storm: Vision and Survival in “A State of Siege”, The Ring of Fire:
Essays on Janet Frame, ed. J. Dalbeare. Sydney, 1992, p.127.
115 M. Williams, Leaving the Highway: Six Contemporary New Zealand Novelists. Auckland, 1990,
p.56.
116  P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.79.
117 A. Rodgers-Smith, At the End of the Earth: Colliding Spatialities in Aspects of New Zealand Art
1974-1985. PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1999, p.14.
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The landscapes in Stead’s novels are not the dark brooding forgotten corners of rural

New Zealand.  While the locations are recognizable they do not participate as characters

in the action, but rather they support the dramas and interactions which occur between

the people.  Similarly, the landscapes in New Zealand novelist Maurice Gee’s work,

such as in his Plumb trilogy (1978-93) are mostly urban and suburban, and although he

gives the environment no less detailed attention than the rural settings of Mulgan’s Man

Alone, again it merely provides a topography upon which the action can take place.  Like

Frame’s work, Gee’s also features characters whose innocence and vulnerability are

palpable, and if the vulnerability seems less all-consuming than Frame’s their lives

nevertheless carry painful threads of irrevocable loss and sometimes violent damage.

James K. Baxter, whose oeuvre was somewhat more complex with its shifting concerns,

reflected his bitter rage and rebelliousness.   Like Frame and Gee, and unlike earlier

writers, his primary subject matter veered away from the landscape itself; like Stead, he

emphasised the interpersonal and the political.  Baxter’s rather uneven spiritual journey

led him to the point where, at his death at the age of 46 in 1972, the nation mourned the

loss of the great counter-culture guru ‘Hemi’ who had, as Belich explains, founded ‘a

new alliance between Pakeha intellectuals and Maori radicals.’118  Thus Baxter

proposed very clearly an alternative approach to the issue of cultural identity in literature;

one in which the land does not take centre stage but rather one in which the cultural and

human issues of this ‘bicultural society’ become central.  Yet even as his work focused

on the human and the political, and as he located himself in the commune ‘Jerusalem’,

Baxter was at the same time embedding himself in the landscape, the forbidding and

dark environment of deeply rural New Zealand.

A decade ago, Wendt claimed that

the Women’s Movement and the Maori Renaissance in Aotearoa have done away with
the predominantly white, middle-aged male canon of New Zealand literature which is
still being championed, Ramboishly, by elderly Pakeha critics and polemicists...119

Perhaps, rather than the canon being ‘done away with’, the scenery has broadened; there

are new and changing literary contexts within which we may still perceive the running

threads of the environment, while also noting the increasing importance of the ongoing

re-positioning and deepening of human existence on these islands.

118 Belich Paradise, p.338.
119 A. Wendt ‘Pacific Maps and  Fiction(s)’, Asian and Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities,
Nationalities, ed. John Barnes. Bundoora, 1995, p.40.
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Photography

There are two significant intertwining strands through the history of New Zealand

photography: that of the land and that of the people.  The land may appear with or

without evidence of human occupation: over a hundred years ago it triumphantly

heralded the inroads of civilization; now there is more likely to be a focus on the decay

of abandoned or tumble-down buildings—a subtext of nature reclaiming the landscape,

and of the transience of human endeavour—or an absence of human evidence.  Human

figures are less likely to adorn the landscape, although they may be used to offset it.

In New Zealand, more than nearly any other Western civilization, photography has been

both possible and actively undertaken for nearly all of the country’s written historical

times.   Because European habitation is very recent, photography has been a part of

Pakeha culture for most of its existence.  Initially, the remoteness of the country from

the sources of photographic technology presented some very challenging obstacles, and

the extent to which good photography was achieved so early is somewhat remarkable:

Once here, photographers experienced delays and frustrations in working new
processes for when they had exhausted the materials they brought with them there
was the problem of replacing them. To send a small order to Europe might take up to
six months to get there, and up to a year for the goods to arrive. . . . Only the
enterprising survived, the others went under or turned to other activities.120

There were a few partnerships which specialized in topographical photography in New

Zealand in the mid-19th century, notably Burton Brothers, Coxhead Brothers, and Muir

and Moodie. Of each of these pairings,

there is the studio partner who seems to have an agoraphobia about the wide open
spaces, and a wandering partner who has an equally pronounced claustrophobia about
being shut up in a studio.121

Brothers Alfred and Walter Burton began their photographic business in Dunedin in

1867, soon specializing in portraits and landscapes.  Alfred, in particular, was a gifted

photographer of landscapes, and undertook many exploratory tours of such regions as

the Sounds, where he worked as a topographical photographer.

Topographical photographs were the most sought-after photographs of the time; people

in other countries wanted to know what New Zealand looked like, and New Zealand

inhabitants were themselves no less curious.  It was not simply the appearance of the

land which was intriguing, but also the documentation of man’s progress into the

landscape: rock-blasting, road-building, gold-digging all feature in the important

photographic collections of the day.  The stereograph was also an important feature in

120 H. Knight, Photography in New Zealand: A Social and Technical History. Dunedin, 1971, p.12.
121 ibid., p.54.
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photography of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Looking through a collection of

such stereographs from 1900-1914 it is noteworthy that of the 48 photographs included

only three do not portray humans themselves, and of these only one (a stereograph of

the Waitomo caves) shows no sign of human existence.122

After the turn of the century, photographic postcards became increasingly popular,

adding to the international reputation of New Zealand’s scenic beauty.  These were less

likely to include scenes of man’s intrusions on the landscape, or of small regional

societies in situ, and more likely to portray the unpopulated idealized environment.  Thus

the depiction of emptiness in New Zealand’s landscape photography became more

marked in the 20th century; rather than the earlier emphasis on taming and populating

the land, the emphasis shifted to New Zealand’s natural unspoilt landscapes, and

remained so until well into the second half of the century.

Alongside landscape photography, there was the photographic recording of the Maori

way of life.  One of the most significant photographers of the Maori people has from

the 1960s been Ans Westra, a Pakeha of Dutch heritage.  Westra’s oeuvre has been

recently classified as ‘a substantial addition to cross-cultural visual culture in the

twentieth century’, a statement which throws the spotlight onto some difficulties

encountered in being an outsider looking in on Maori culture.123  Over the last forty

years Westra has effectively documented the gradual shift from rural to urban life for

many Maori people.  These are not tourist photographs—they show people in everyday

situations, energy and emotional life springing from the images.

Like Westra, the New Zealand photographer Robin Morrison has been credited with

recording real impressions of New Zealand life from the 1970s through to the early 90s.

Art critic Hugh Maguire claimed ‘Should we disappear overnight, Morrison’s . . .

record might be the surest means of recovering what we were’.124  Yet Maguire admits

readily that the elements in Morrison’s work are far from unique to New Zealand,

finding similarities with earlier work from elsewhere such as Alma Lavenson’s 1930s

views of gold-mining in California.   The special qualities of the light in Morrison’s

work, often a late afternoon winter glow falling on rural or small-town scenes, evokes a

bitter-sweet response:

122 W. Main, In Stereo: New Zealand Stereographs 1900-1914. Wellington, undated.
123 D. Skinner and A. Westra in conversation: ‘The Eye of an Outsider: A Conversation with Ans
Westra’, ANZ no.100, Spring 2001, p.94.
124 H. Maguire, ‘Welcome to My World—Robin Morrison: Photographer’. ANZ, no.84, Spring
1997, p.58.
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Bars are empty and lonely, churches are stark and austere, baches and shop-fronts are
crumbling, skies are threatening, the landscape is isolated and lonely.  And yet
Morrison is not intentionally bleak and, if laughter is missing, so too are tears.125

T.J. McNamara similarly claimed of Morrison’s work that he

showed us how to think about New Zealand. . . .  He tapped into that part of New
Zealand literature and folklore that sees Arawata Bill, or the old guy who lives down
by the harbour or the drover in the pub, as the salt of the earth.126

McNamara goes on to mention Pat Hanly’s red jersey, the occupation of Bastion Point,

and Ted Duggan’s store in Matakanui—the ‘blokiness’ of these images is unrelenting.

Furthermore, the quirkiness of Morrison’s subjects, and their tendency to appear

slightly disapproving, accords with an image of the typical New Zealander being

suspicious of, and gruffly reluctant to participate in, the artistic scene.

Likewise, there is a rough earthiness about Marti Friedlander’s (mostly black-and-

white) photographic images, although the ‘blokiness’ is less pervasive in her work.  The

theme of New Zealand’s anti-artistic tendencies also runs through her output, but viewed

from a different angle:

Friedlander has always been an ardent advocate for such people [as artists, writers,
etc.] in a cultural climate that could be philistine and antagonistic to the arts and her
photographs more than hint at that climate.  Many of her subjects look both wary
and weary.  Often their arms are folded guardedly.  Some of them . . . are haunted-
looking, almost lost in shadow.127

The most recognized New Zealand photographer from the 90s to the present is arguably

Craig Potton, a specialist in landscape photography.  Potton produces calendars and

books, and operates his own publishing company.  His work rarely includes images of

humans or signs of human existence, but rather his principal focus is the natural

landform and its textures and shapes, enhanced by the photographer’s thorough

knowledge of the associated geological processes.

Calendars of landscape photography are heavily promoted in stationery and book shops

from late September each year as potential Christmas presents for overseas posting.

Undoubtedly, New Zealand’s relative isolation contributes to the extent of this

phenomenon, but the choice of landscape calendars in particular indicates the ongoing

importance of the land to New Zealand’s self-perception, most particularly its ongoing

importance to the national image we present to the world.

125 ibid., p.60.
126 T.J. McNamara, ‘Show does Morrison proud’, NZH, 13 March 1997, p.B5.
127 L. Bell, ‘Narratives of Loss and Hope: The Photographs of Marti Friedlander’, ANZ, no.99, Winter
2001, pp.78-83.
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Film and Television

You see, over in England, we seem to see and hear a lot about New
Zealand but never anything about the human beings that live in it.  I
knew about your mountains and glaciers, your tree ferns and your
sheep country.  I knew a dozen times over from your films how butter
was made and a dozen times over that it always seemed to be called
“Solid Sunshine”.  I knew that you had a lot of Maoris who staged
shows for rich tourists, and that you had mud that bubbled, and hot
water on tap from out of the earth.  I also knew that Taupo trout were
the biggest in the world; but nobody had shown me so that I would
remember it the face of a New Zealander.

John Grierson128

Alongside photography, the history of film-making has coincided with much of Pakeha

New Zealand’s development as a cultural nation, although the beginnings of film-

making here were slow.  The nation’s first feature film, Hinemoa (1914), cost fifty

pounds to make and took eight days to film.  Between 1940 and 1972 only five New

Zealand feature films were made (and, as Belich points out, one of those was a remake),

however the number locally-produced films has recently increased significantly: between

the years 1975 and 2000 there were 120 feature films made here.  This increase was

partly due to the establishment of the state-funded Film Commission in 1978, and also

financial boosts in the form of tax incentives.129

On the other hand, documentary films were being made by and for the New Zealand

government from 1901, largely for the purposes of the tourism industry and, in due

course, war-time public information.  The National Film Unit was established in 1941

under the emergency wartime powers of the Prime Minister, Peter Fraser.  As Grierson

pointed out so clearly in the talk reprinted above, New Zealand’s image overseas was

presented in the mid-20th century as scenery and butter production, not as a place where

people lived their lives.

One must bear in mind, when generalizing what appeared for New Zealand audiences at

certain times, the role of the decision-makers who have control over such questions as

what is funded, what is screened, and what gets the major promotion and advertising.

The Creative New Zealand panel and board, the Film Commission, and television

producers all have a significant part to play in deciding what reaches New Zealand

audiences—one cannot simply look at what has been screened in order to surmise what

New Zealanders wanted to see.

128 J. Grierson, ‘The Face of a New Zealander’, part of a talk given on 10 May 1940, and printed in
“The Tin Shed”: The Origins of the National Film Unit, ed. J. Dennis. Wellington, 1981, p.21.
129 J. Belich Paradise, 2001, p.541.
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Films made by New Zealand women and Maori appeared comparatively late in cinematic

history; just as the Pakeha male had dominated fictional writing in the mid-20th century,

so too did he dominate early New Zealand film.  In this (Pakeha male) tradition of New

Zealand film there has been a consistent thread of ‘Kiwi Gothic’ movies, with their

depiction of lonely landscapes, madness and fear such as may be seen in The Scarecrow

(1982) and Vigil (1984):

... Kiwi Gothic is frequently located in places of isolation, remote or distinctly rural
environments where there exists delayed industrialism.  Here, individuals are trapped
within a landscape that appears ‘alive’.  Dwarfed by the power of the land, the Kiwi
Gothic presents its characters as fragile, eccentric or disturbed.130

This recurrence of madness and fear may also be linked with the strands in New

Zealand literature such as exemplified in Janet Frame’s writing, and indeed The

Scarecrow was a dramatization of Ronald Hugh Morrieson’s novel of 1963.  A

preoccupation with what Robert Chapman described as ‘driven and socially damned

characters’ also appears through many of the nation’s darker films such as Once Were

Warriors (1994) and Smash Palace (1982).  This is true not only of films which make

overt social comment; the comedies often also hinge on men who are driven or obsessed,

such as in Goodbye Pork Pie (1981) and Jubilee (2000).

Goodbye Pork Pie shares a number of elements with John O’Shea’s Runaway from

1964: they both feature two main characters, the action in both occurs mostly on the

road, both make a gradual transition from North to South, fleeing from civilization into

remote landscape, and from minor difficulty to deepening crisis.  New Zealand’s remote

landscapes are seen to invite disaster.  However some words of caution have been

sounded against taking this ‘dark and brooding and troubled’ thesis too far.  In her

criticism of Sam Neill’s Cinema of Unease and its assessment of New Zealand film

history, Helen Martin points out:

while some films are mentioned often (Heavenly Creatures, Bad Blood, Braindead,
The Piano), there are many films, themes and genres not mentioned at all (the shaggy
dog tale, the pot-boiler co-production, the film reflecting Pacific Island culture, the
urban comedy, the feminist thriller, the Hollywood clone...)131

New Zealand film-makers of the 1990s gradually moved away from this preoccupation

with ominous atmospheric landscapes, being more likely to represent present-day semi-

realistic New Zealand society—films in which we are more likely to be able to see some

version of ourselves, albeit exaggerated.  Although the land may appear in nearly all

New Zealand films in most genres, it is no longer central to them all.  Desperate

Remedies (1993) stands out as a rare example of entirely landscape-free New Zealand

130 I. Conrich and S. Davy, Views from the Edge of the World: New Zealand Film, Studies in New
Zealand Culture, v.1. London, 1997, p.7.
131 H. Martin and S. Edwards, New Zealand Film 1912-1996. Auckland, 1997, p.184.
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film, having been filmed inside a warehouse, although a sense of New Zealand’s

isolation is still alluded to by those scenes which are ostensibly set (with no view of the

water) at the wharves.

A late 20th century move to domestic realism does not appear to be solely due to an

increased number of female directors.  Anthony McCarten’s Via Satellite (1998) dealt

with issues of illegitimate children, very young mothers, and unconventional family

structures trying to function in conservative close communities.  Set against a backdrop

of the wild West Coast and small-town Hokitika, Vanessa Alexander’s Magik & Rose

(2000) likewise dealt with issues of adoption, young motherhood, and infertility in

small-town New Zealand.  Harry Sinclair’s Topless Women Talk About Their Lives

(1997) shared the concept of unknown or irrelevant fathers, and Michael Hurst’s Jubilee

portrayed an intelligent woman who has shelved high-flying prospects, living with her

remarkably incompetent husband in small-town New Zealand.132

A construction of New Zealand identity may be placed upon these themes with some

degree of conviction.  The theme of illegitimate children may be linked with Pakeha

feeling that they lack a clear, traceable past or heritage, or a tangible inheritance.   The

theme of the extended family, dysfunctional at times, and often resembling the Maori

whanau structure, is another common thread.  The repeating theme of small-town New

Zealand, while facilitating landscape shots, also continues to bring the focus on to inter-

personal and family relationships.  This derives from that familiar belief system which

extols the virtues of New Zealand as a place where children may thrive despite a lack of

money.

Exaggerated male characters who frequently resort to self-parody, particularly with

respect to male pride (and a corresponding incompetence) and resourceful,

unconventional and unpredictable women characters who prefer wearing overalls to

dresses—as seen in The Price of Milk (2000) and Jubilee—are still quite clearly linked

to the colonial concept of strong capable women who can hold a home together despite

the odds.  The early 21st century films for which New Zealand is recognized

internationally, however, are the Lord of the Rings trilogy.  Filmed by Americans,

featuring an international cast, and with a patently Hollywood soundtrack, the world is

nonetheless just as conscious as New Zealand of two things: that the films’ director,

Peter Jackson, and its film locations are very much of New Zealand.

132 Jubilee was based on the novel by Nepi Soloman, a suspiciously invisible figure on the New
Zealand literary scene.
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Television first came ‘on air’ in New Zealand in 1960, and in the 70s it developed into a

medium through which much of the national culture could be explored and developed.

New Zealand’s longest-running television show is Country Calendar, which first aired

in 1966 and continues to screen each week; the show is primarily designed for the

country’s rural sector, and is consistently one of the nation’s Top Ten favourite

programmes each year.133   The first locally-written drama All Earth to Love screened in

1963, followed by Pukemanu (1971), Close to Home (1975), Mortimer’s Patch  (1981),

Gloss (1987) and Shortland Street (1992).134  Close to Home was the nation’s first

soap opera; depicting life in a typical Wellington suburb, the show commissioned theme

music from Wellington-based composer Jack Body, and presented a view of everyday

existence which played an important part in showing New Zealanders a little more of

who they were.  It also provided ‘ordinary’ New Zealanders with a chance to see their

everyday suburban environment through a lens, enabling an expansion of New

Zealand’s self-image away from endless dairy and sheep farms and elevating it to

something worthy of precious television time.

Dance and Drama

The influence of New Zealand’s landscapes on the staged dance and theatrical art forms

in this country is understandably less obvious than it might be in other art forms.  The

influence is clearer and stronger in film and television, if only because of the

possibilities of filming in the landscapes.  That being said, there are nevertheless a

number of ways in which staged dance and drama have been ‘localized’ by their

landscape connotations.  One of the more charming examples of this is George Leitch’s

The Land of the Moa (1895), set in New Zealand during the period of the Land Wars,

which toured New Zealand widely.  In attempting to make the play more ‘relevant’ for

each town in which it was set, the first act had completely repainted scenery in each

town, and the final act of the play is set amongst the mud pools of Rotorua with a final

dramatic depiction of the Tarawera Eruption.135  This has its parallels in the films of

Rudall Hayward from the 1920s and 30s, such as The Te Kooti Trail (1927) which

located the protagonists in specific locations.

Colonial drama in New Zealand typically focused on entertaining farces and

melodramas.  The first known New Zealand play Marcilina, or The Maid of Urnindorpt,

was written in 1848 by James Marriott, a hotel manager.  New Zealand plays in the latter

133 http://corporate.tvnz.co.nz/tvnz_detail/0,2406,111545-247-252,00.html, accessed 12 June 2005
134 ibid.
135 Mount Tarawera erupted dramatically on 10 June 1886.  The eruption destroyed the Pink and White
Terraces of Lake Rotomahana, thus affecting significantly both the local Maori populations and the
New Zealand tourist trade.
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half of the 19th century regularly explored such themes as interracial marriage and race

relations.  From the early 20th century, New Zealand drama widened its thematic base,

moving away from straightforward themes of cultural displacement and economic

concerns and broadening out to include women’s issues, reflecting the growing number

of women in drama societies and universities.136  Bicultural themes have continued to

run through the dramatic canon, such as Bruce Mason’s The Pohutukawa Tree (1956)

and his solo work The End of the Golden Weather (1959), plays which also feature the

landscape as an important element.

In the 1970s Mervyn Thompson ‘evolved his own form of “song-play” for the ironic

analysis of contemporary New Zealand identity, and of the pressures which shaped

it.’137  Roger Hall provided the newly formed Playmarket with the security it needed

through the commercial success of his Glide Time (1976), with its satirical look at office

life, and Middle Age Spread (1977) with its relatively mild-mannered view of suburban

family dysfunctionality.  These exemplify a new development in New Zealand drama

from the mid-70s: a move away from specific geographical location and towards a more

general urban situation.   The 1980s saw the appearance of more hard-hitting realism,

and through its depiction of rugby dynamics as a metaphor for society’s forces,  Greg

McGee’s Foreskin’s Lament (1980) provided exactly this.

Live theatre in New Zealand has worked its way through some difficult times.  As the

New Zealand sociologists of art Peter and Dianne Beatson explained in 1994:

The most recent development in the domain of live theatre is not so much a conscious
movement as a reaction to the tougher economic climate, to the post-1984 wave of
restructuring and, in Auckland, to the vacuum left by the demise of Theatre Corporate and
Mercury.138

Landscape influence on drama lies mostly in reference to, rather than the depiction of,

various rural settings.   However  despite the technical challenges there have been some

examples over the years of the landscape being created on stage.  These range from

Leitch’s 1895 staging of the Tarawera eruption, through Tony Rabbit’s production of

falling rain in the 1994 performances of Christopher Blake’s opera Bitter Calm, to the

2002 production at Auckland’s Silo theatre of Jacqueline van Beek’s play Swimming

Lessons with its evocation of sun-baked North Island scenes.

136 H. McNaughton, ‘Drama’, OHNZL, p.332.
137 ibid., p.363.
138  P. and D. Beatson, The Arts in Aotearoa New Zealand: Themes and Issues. Palmerston North,
1994, p.148.
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The Royal New Zealand Ballet has justified its (imported European elite) position in

New Zealand by appealing to the pioneering version of New Zealand, a form of the Kiwi

Ingenuity myth—as the RNZB’s website says, ‘the company’s early days of touring

embodied the New Zealand pioneering spirit’ although this was also, of course, in the

older European tradition of a dance company.139  Established in 1953, the company in

its early stages toured New Zealand, performing each night in a different centre.  Later,

in 1967, the National School of Ballet was established (now called The New Zealand

School of Dance).  Through the decades the company has grown, remaining based in

Wellington.

Local choreography, like playwriting, appeared relatively late on the New Zealand

cultural scene.  It requires a certain cultural momentum in order to reach the point where

not only do we fund and embrace our own performing troupes, but also provide a

situation in which the financial risk may be taken to pour their energies into the creation

of an entirely local product.  Poets can produce small runs of their books, and painters

produce one painting at a time, but the funding and training of an entire dance company

is a more risky business.  Inevitably, however, New Zealand society reached the point

where it did want to ‘see itself on a stage’, to overcome or perhaps outgrow the cultural

cringe, and the art form entered the next phase.

The Limbs Dance Company of the 1980s developed in Auckland and became an

exemplary force in the development of New Zealand’s dance scene.  Over the period of

a decade the collective of dancer/choreographers worked together, incorporating

contemporary techniques and devising programmes with a strongly local flavour.  Most

senior members of Limbs had worked overseas, or relocated to New Zealand from

overseas, and the international mingling of ideas was strong.

Limbs may not have a modern-day equivalent in another company, as funding for

contemporary dance has become increasingly sporadic and unreliable, but as far as one-

off projects are concerned, there is much going on.  Contemporary dance in New

Zealand may not be very financially stable, but conceptually it is rich with ideas, with a

few visionary choreographers such as Shona McCullagh, Michael Parmenter and until

recently Douglas Wright creating dance, teaching, and at times making dance films, with

assurance.

Despite the particularly abstract nature of dance, together with the practical limitations

imposed by the stage, there is an ongoing strand of New Zealand dance creation which

refers to the landscape and rural environments.  McCullagh’s Quick(1998) tells the

139 www.nzballet.org.nz/company/rnzb.php accessed on 10 October 2002.
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story of her grandmother’s youth, embedding a deeper sense of history in its references

to small-town pre-war New Zealand, using a simple shadow screen to return many times

to the image of a doomed cyclist in the landscape.  Wright’s Inland (2001) is playful

with its theme of a sheep farm, large and small screens showing a sheepdog on a

paddock, with dancers dressed as sheep, and Parmenter’s Jerusalem (1999) conflated

the Holy City with James K Baxter’s 70s rural communal settlement of the same name,

weaving in Baxter’s and William Blake’s poetry together with scriptural writings,

creating a landscape redolent with cultural significance not just from the 70s but also

from the deep past.

The land itself has fewer opportunities to feature in New Zealand dance and drama than

in the other art forms, for practical reasons, yet it still does appear with notable

frequency.

Visual Art

Nineteenth-century New Zealand art, or more particularly painting, centred on

naturalistic representations of the landscape. This was often an act of topographical

recording, such as in the paintings of Charles Heaphy for the New Zealand Company.

It was also a depiction of what New Zealand art historian Francis Pound calls god-in-

nature, of the Beautiful and Ideal.  Through the 20th century the landscape has become

far less powerful, partly but certainly not exclusively due to the rise of abstract art.

Pound refutes the claims made by earlier critics that the painting of 19th century

immigrant artists might be divided into two types: the ‘topographical’ and the

‘cultivated’.  The division into one category or the other carries with it an implication

that the ‘topograpical’ painting was a direct response to the land, whereas the

‘cultivated’ imposed a more narrow-minded European atmosphere into the New Zealand

landscapes:

This fallacy, baldly stated, is that there is a ‘real’ New Zealand, a ‘real’ New Zealand
landscape, with its ‘real’ qualities of light and atmosphere, to which some artists are
true and others untrue, the true artists being then ‘good’ and the untrue ‘bad’.  And a
corollary fallacy: that the ‘real’ New Zealand causes style in paintings—a kind of
geographical determinism.140

Pound shows that prior to the 1920s there was practically no ongoing expectation that

painters would adhere to one particular style as opposed to another, nor any widespread

preference for, or appreciation of, one style over another.  From the late 1920s, however,

international trends exercised a greater influence, and certain styles became fashionable.

140 F. Pound, Frames on the Land: Early Landscape Painting in New Zealand. Auckland, 1983, p.11.
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Modernist styles were developed by younger painters, and through the 1930s to 1950s

New Zealand was painted as a country being a big empty place with a thin veneer of

European history, as portrayed in Eric Lee Johnson’s recurring dead tree motif, Bill

Sutton’s colonial churches and Rita Angus’s railway station.  These were generally

landscapes without visible people, only traces of their recent existence, and the effect

may be compared to that of Robin Morrison’s photographs which appeared a few

decades later.141

European influence, largely from Germany, informed the work of such younger artists

as Toss Wollaston and Colin McCahon.  McCahon’s work, in particular, stands out:

both regionalism and international styles are brought together to make the same
formal analysis of the landscape . . . but invested with a symbolic content that stems
from an intense regional vision; . . . the intensity of his conception has a touch of
the messianic about it, equally matched by strong dynamic forms and colours.142

The ‘messianic’ quality refers not only to the quality and style of painting, but also the

inclusion of various texts into many of the paintings; texts evoking powerful politics

(especially Maori/Pakeha) and religious texts (Christian).  Many of McCahon’s

paintings depict particular geographical areas, although their appearance is more abstract

than topographical.  His work has continued to attach itself to controversies in more

recent times, for various reasons.  When McCahon’s Urewera Mural was stolen as a

political statement by Tuhoe Maori, the issue of its value—initially with regard to its

insurance book value—was raised, and the divide between Maori concepts of Taonga

and the more European concepts of artefact and asset became key to the debate.143

In the discussions surrounding the Toi Toi Toi exhibition shown in Kassel (amongst

other places) in the mid-90s, German art historians were surprised and excited to

discover McCahon.  ‘Look at what he was doing in the late 1950s,’ [points out Barbara

Heinrich]  ‘He was far ahead of what was happening in Europe.  Maybe we will have to

rewrite that part of art history!’144

The introduction of recognisably Maori motifs into abstract art can help to locate it as a

New Zealand work, yet the inclusion of Maori motifs (as opposed to primitivist

subjects) was not accepted into mainstream New Zealand (Pakeha) art until the second

half of the 20th century; it was only with the advent of the ‘ultra-modern’ that such

141 P. Thompson ‘Captain Cook’s Camera‘ (a review of M. Adams and N. Thomas’ Cook’s Sites
Revisiting History). New Zealand Journal of Photography, no.39, May 2000, p.6.
142 P.A. Tomory, ‘Art’, The Pattern of New Zealand Culture, ed. A.L. McLeod. Ithaca, 1968, p.183.
143 ‘Value of painting provokes debate’, NZH, 3 July, 1997, p.A14.
The theft was a political manoeuvre, but thieves had confused it with the Urewera Triptych, a black-
and-white painting which also concerns the Tuhoe.  The work was later recovered.
144 P. Baskett, ‘Cultural conquerors’. NZH, 22-23 May 1999, p.J5.
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designs were counted as worthy of high art.145   Dick Frizzell, another Pakeha artist

who—like McCahon—incorporates Maori images into his work, complained in 1997

that he was being

...reinvented backwards by the media.  Now, all of a sudden, for 20 years I’ve had a
major impact on the face of New Zealand art.  But I haven’t.  Nearly every major
show that has left New Zealand has never had me in it.146

Frizzell went on to admit that he has deliberately favoured the ‘blokeish joker’ image he

has cultivated:  ‘[I’m] just trying to be normal, trying to avoid being intellectually elite I

suppose, and yet I know that I am.’147  His works which relocated the iconic tiki to new

visual contexts provoked accusations of ‘mindless bigotry’ and offended many: ‘As it

got more and more bizarre as I dreamed them up I could see what was coming: that I

was in the middle of a weird and moribund argument about cultural copyright.’148

The inclusion of Maori motifs into Pakeha art has been both celebrated and problematic

for many decades, although the main concerns shift slightly over the years.  Opinions

vary over whether the motifs serve Pakeha art at their own expense or whether they help

to place the art rightfully in New Zealand as a living, changing Pacific country.  Heated

discussions occur over whether one needs birthright entitlement to use certain images or

if the appropriately respectful attitude should be sufficient to allow incorporation, and

over whether one is respecting and valuing a motif by using it, or undermining its power

by inappropriate relocation.

The New Zealand artist Gordon Walters painted black and white paintings from the

mid-50s which incorporated a simplified form of the koru motif.  Reactions to this

continue to be polarized; Pound explains Walters’ position in terms of a modernist,

‘high art’ approach to the shapes, making a contrasting example of A.R.D. Fairburn and

subjecting him to criticism for using Maori rock art designs in a purely exploitative

way.149  On the other hand, Walters himself has been subjected to criticism by Maori

art critic Rangihiroa Panoho, who disapproves of Walters' having

progressively simplified the form, divesting it of meaning and imperfection and
distracting it from its cultural origins . . . the koru form, like the Oceanic patterns he
had earlier appropriated . . . was simply another motif with which to recharge his
art.150

145 F. Pound, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New Zealand Art.
Auckland, 1994, p.39.
146 M. Hewitson ‘Art’s Last Action Hero’, NZH, 23 August 1997, p.G1.
147 ibid.
148 ibid.
149 F. Pound, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New Zealand Art.
Auckland, 1994, p.78.
150 R. Panoho, ‘Maori; At the Centre, On the Margins’, Headlands —Thinking Through New Zealand
Art. Sydney, 1992, pp.130,132.
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New Zealand is not immune to international controversy regarding the incorporation of

‘other’ (borrowed, appropriated, revered) material into new art works.151  Issues of

intellectual copyright may often be complicated by concerns regarding the relative merits

of modernist and postmodernist approaches to art, and the incorporation of borrowed

material can invite accusations of artistic laziness and cultural exploitation.  These are

emotive issues, particularly in cases where the appropriated material is taken from oral,

non-literate cultures.

The number of non-Pakeha visual artists has increased recently;  Michael Parekowhai

and Emily Karaka, amongst others, have joined the ranks of such as Paratene Matchitt,

Cliff Whiting, Selwyn Muru and Ralph Hotere.  Writing in 1978, the New Zealand art

historian Gordon Brown explained a central dilemma which faced the earlier Maori and

Pacific artists in particular:

...the implications of artistic affiliation carries the dilemma of a bi-cultural heritage
and the question of emphasis [which] if it is to have any cultural depth, cannot
wholly be divorced from the Polynesian mode of living, including its fragmented
urban counterpart, along with the advantages and disadvantages this dual aspect
entails. . . . [W]here in the past the artisan was integrated into [communal Maori
society], the cultural entrenchment ... and the bastardisation of Maori art forms,
largely for the tourist trade, has led many Maori artists to work outside the restricting
pressures of an enclosed communal environment.152

In the current cultural climate, children in New Zealand schools are frequently

encouraged to include Maori and Pacific motifs and ideas into their art works,

designing their own taniwhas (mythical sea monsters) or make their own tapa cloth

patterns.  It would seem that, in art at least, the land is often still very important but other

concerns are supplementing, or even overtaking, the earlier preoccupations of old

colonial New Zealand.  The frequent inclusion of symbolic elements from the wider

Pacific in recent times, rather than Maori elements alone, is more pervasive, thus

signifying an intentional Pacific-ness of the country’s local art.  Landscape references

do continue to appear, but they are usually embedded in a deeper or more complex set of

references, and the 19th century influences of the pictorial and picturesque have

gradually receded into the background.

In summary, then, across the New Zealand art forms which have been examined, there

has been a strong influence from, and focus on, the landscape.  The degree to which the

land has been central to these forms has changed over the years, the major trends being a

151 F. Pound, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New Zealand Art.
Auckland, 1994, p.103.  Pound has explained that the current usage of the term ‘appropriation’ arose
from American critical debates of the 1980s: during the exhibition ‘Primitivism in Twentieth Century
Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern’ which was mounted at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York in 1984-85, the links between primitivism and colonialism were disclosed and debated.
152 G.H. Brown, ‘The Visual Arts’, Thirteen Facets: Essays to celebrate the Silver Jubilee of Queen
Elizabeth the Second 1952-1977. Wellington, 1978, pp.329-330.
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strengthening focus on the people in the landscape, and on their various cultural

heritages.  It is not so much that the landscape discourse has dried up, but rather that

other elements have become more important.  Frizzell’s tikis are just as important now

as Blomfield’s pink and white terraces, Stead’s nervy urban characters just as important

as the Man Alone.  In photography and film there are still strong areas where the

landscape is prominent, and in dance and drama there has always been a limit to

landscape’s possibilities.

As far as the figure of the New Zealander on the cultural landscape is concerned, there is

a seme of narrative and depiction in all of the cultural forms which still favours a single

lonely figure, however the interactions between characters have become more abundant

as the years go by.  Artistic influences from the various local cultures and from

elsewhere have at times been embraced and at other times rejected, certainly they have

regularly been viewed with suspicion, as the arts and artists participate in the evolving

dialogues of cultural identification and national definition, and the processes of

postmodernism have muddied the waters considerably in the attempts at definition.

Landscape notions in musical composition—both within New Zealand and overseas—

will be made in the following chapter, together with an exploration of the wider

composing scene in New Zealand, and a consideration of the possibility and nature of

national musical style.
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CHAPTER 2: Sonic Landscapes

I would like to say something of my impressions on this present New Zealand tour.  In former times
when I have visited this country I always felt that New Zealand, together with Norway, Denmark,
Holland and several other small countries of Europe stood particularly high in cultural respects.  I feel
that the smaller countries, particularly when they are made up of certain racial elements, are able to
collect their thoughts and their general cultural tendencies in a more concentrated way than the larger
countries are usually able to do, with the result that their whole artistic output and the whole record that
they keep of artistic life and thought is more complete, and therefore more impressive.  I also believe
that countries that have beautiful mountain scenery—countries such as India, Norway, Switzerland and
Scotland—have a certain spiritual beauty in their art that stands quite alone.  I feel that we see this in
the Scottish folk poems that have been collected by Sir Walter Scott, in of course Norwegian music,
and in the religious thoughts that have come to us from India.

I feel sure that in perhaps only a few years, New Zealand composers will bring some quite strange and
special beauty into music through the influence of the New Zealand scenery, and my only regret on this
present tour is that I have not come in contact sufficiently with New Zealand composers and their
music.   I hope to rectify that lack in future visits to the country, and perhaps before I go even, I may
be able to do something about giving a prize for typically New Zealand works.  I have had a wonderful
contact with the musicians of this country this time, and I will carry away very strong impressions of
them and their work.  Perhaps this tour, in a concentrated way, has been the most exhilarating musical
experience I have ever had.  It has certainly been a very happy one, and I feel that the great characteristic
of the New Zealand musicians I have been so happy in working with is their mental keenness and a
certain warmth that they bring to music.  Certainly they already have a quality quite their own,
something that I will recognize again if I meet them once more.

A great deal of this special pleasure that I have had is of course due to Broadcasting.  Broadcasting is
now doing for music what the Catholic Church did for several centuries in the past.  It brings together
all the best musical minds, and it sharpens them by employing them under particularly fortunate
circumstances with regard to time for rehearsals, beautiful instruments, and a number of other necessary
conditions to music.

Percy Grainger 1

2.1 Douglas Lilburn and a Music Tradition in New Zealand

If Abel Tasman’s ‘discovery’ of New Zealand in 1642 is the ‘Founding Myth’ of New

Zealand, then the notion that it is the land from which our musical heritage will spring is

surely the Founding Myth of New Zealand music.  When Percy Grainger (1882-1961)

spoke on New Zealand Radio in 1935, he gave New Zealand composers their cue to

look to the landscape for musical significance. The young Douglas Lilburn (1915-2001)

responded to this call with a piece for orchestra called Forest, subsequently winning the

Grainger Prize, and embarking on a career during which he led the way for future

generations of New Zealand composers.

Lilburn’s music was not the beginning of a New Zealand tradition as such, but he did

usher in the beginnings of progressive music education at the tertiary level and initiated

compositional trends and developments, including the setting up of New Zealand’s first

Electronic Music studio in 1966.  Lilburn won the Grainger Prize in 1936, and the work

1 Percy Grainger broadcast on New Zealand Radio, 22 November 1935.
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Forest was performed in 1937; in that same year he travelled to London to study with

Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), staying in London until 1940, at which point he

returned to New Zealand.  In January 1946 Lilburn was invited to give a talk at the first

Cambridge Summer School of Music.  This talk, originally untitled, but retrospectively

called A Search for Tradition, crystallized a desire amongst New Zealand composers to

make their music relevant to the New Zealand condition.  As the New Zealand music

historian John Mansfield Thomson wrote in his introduction to the 1984 published

version of the talk:

For composers working within an unformulated musical inheritance Douglas Lilburn
sums up their position in time, in society, in history with concision.  He places in
perspective the irritations, frustrations, doubts and difficulties of a young composer.2

Lilburn’s ‘call to composers’ was worded thus:

now something has happened—happened for the first time . . . an occasion like this
makes it possible to discover some of our assets, some of those unique advantages we
have in being New Zealanders. . . . Perhaps I could say that we’re not really New
Zealanders at all, that we are only in the process of becoming.3

In 1934, not long before Lilburn travelled to London, Vaughan Williams had published

his book National Music, a collection of speeches he had given in Pennsylvania in 1932.

Some revealing parallels may be observed between this publication and the talk which

Lilburn gave in Cambridge in 1946.  The discovery of such parallels should not be

surprising—Lilburn was calling to the New Zealand musical community in much the

same way as Vaughan Williams had called to the Americans—yet the parallels are

perhaps much closer in detail than one might guess.  For example, Vaughan Williams

said, on the importance of the musical locality:

Every composer cannot expect to have a world-wide message, but he may reasonably
expect to have a special message for his own people and many young composers
make the mistake of imagining they can be universal without at first having been
local.4

which may be compared with the following from Lilburn:

I want to plead with you the necessity of having a music of our own, a living
tradition of music created in this country, a music that will satisfy those parts of our
being that cannot be satisfied by the music of other nations.5

This idea may be traced back to Wagner, whose beliefs in ‘the possibility of reaching

the universally human through the racially particular’ have permeated much 20th century

thinking along these lines.6

2 J.M. Thomson, Introduction to Lilburn Tradition, p.3.
3 Lilburn Tradition, pp.8-9.
4 RVW National, p.16.
5 Lilburn Tradition, p.9.
6 K. Móricz, ‘Sensuous Pagans and Righteous Jews: Changing Concepts of Jewish Identity in Ernest
Bloch’s Jézabel and Schelomo’, Journal of the American Musicological Society, v.54 no.3, 2001,
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Vaughan Williams, speaking on the importance of folk-song in a nation’s music:

We are told that many of our younger composers are as yet untouched by the
influence of folk-song, but those of us who can see rather deeper into things and with
more imagination, know that they can no more help being influenced by their own
folk-songs than they can help being nourished by their mothers’ milk.7

may be compared with the following from Lilburn:

We have no folk-song, nor characteristic rhythms of the kind that arise from folk
dance, and without these two things a national music in the accepted sense is out of
the question.8

Vaughan Williams was convinced of a perceptible and particular ‘Englishness’ in

English music, and was not disconcerted by negative impressions overseas:

I was told the other day that some of the English music which appeals to us at home
was considered ‘smug’ by foreign critics.  I was delighted to hear it because it
suggested to me that our English composers had some secret which is at present for
our ears only.9

further predicting that English composers could gain international profile only by being

true to the land:

One day perhaps our ‘native wood-notes wild’ may cross the frontier hand in hand
with Shakespeare, but they will not do so unless they are true to the land of their
birth.10

Lilburn, wishing for New Zealand the sort of compositional security that the English

already seemed to have, correspondingly recommended that the land be taken seriously:

this environment of ours is shaping us into characteristic rhythms of living . . . it
[rhythm] seems to me to be the key to the whole problem, the link between . . .
ourselves, and the discovery of that music which will be an expression of
ourselves.11

Vaughan Williams returned to the idea of a national musical security, and the importance

of honouring one’s musical roots, a few times: ‘It is because Palestrina and Verdi are

essentially Italian and because Bach, Beethoven and Wagner are essentially German that

their message transcends their frontiers’12, and:  ‘He [Stravinsky] seems deliberately to

have torn up his roots and sold his birthright, cutting himself off from the refreshing

well-spring of tradition.’13

p.454.
7 RVW National, p.4.
8 Lilburn Tradition, p.10.
9 RVW National, p.116.
10 ibid., p.116.
11 Lilburn Tradition, p.24.
12 RVW National, p.15.
13 ibid., p.101.
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Vaughan Williams, speaking on the importance of musical independence, and warning

of the dangers of not possessing our own musical souls, said:

The music of other nations is the expression of their soul - can it also be the
expression of ours?  If we possess our own soul surely and firmly, as indeed we do
from the accident of language in our literature, then, indeed, we can afford to be broad-
minded and to enlarge and enrich our own possessions by contact with all that it best
in the world around us.  But have we English-speaking people yet found our own
soul in music? . . .We must be careful that too much dependence on outside
influences does not stifle rather than foster our native art.14

which may be compared with the following from Lilburn:

We need to be dependent only so long as we want to be dependent.  When we become
more conscious of our own needs and begin to produce an art that will satisfy these
we can cut some of the apron-strings that bind us to an older world and begin to live
that richer life of an adult nation.  We remain in our present condition because it is
all too easy for us to remain dependent...15

and also:

Let us consider then what our attitude is to be to this music that comes swamping in
on us.  We live in an international age and no-one would want us to shut our doors to
it, but I think there is that other danger that if we just sit back and soak it up, like so
many culture-minded sponges, we are likely to lose our own identity, to become a
haphazard creation of the BBC, or Moscow or Hollywood, or any other of the new
missionary influences at work in the world, and our own proper cultural life will
remain an insignificant and unsatisfactory thing.16

Vaughan Williams, denying that he had Nationalist aims:

I hope that you do not think that I am preaching artistic chauvinism.  That purely
negative attitude of mind is, I trust, a thing of the past.17

may be compared with the following from Lilburn:

you will probably be thinking that I’m here to raise that old controversy of
nationalism in music . . . That’s the last thing I want to do...18

Vaughan Williams, expressing the need to create a larger local community of active

composers:

It could be said with some show of justice [in the hypothetical situation where a
nation bans non-indigenous music for five years], ‘Why condemn the present
generation to a course of mediocre music in order that their descendants may find their
souls?’  This I think begs the question by taking it for granted that the music would
be mediocre.  I believe there would be some surprises in store for us.19

may be compared with the following from Lilburn:

14 ibid., p.123.
15 Lilburn Tradition, p.15.
16 ibid., p.15.
17 RVW National, p.127.
18 Lilburn Tradition, p.10.
19 RVW National, p.128.
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Stanford summed it up . . . ‘No cream’ he said, ‘without plenty of milk’.  So what
I’m suggesting to you is that we’ve produced no cream as yet, but only a dribble of
milk and that it’s going to take plenty of milk.20

and also: ‘Most of this music would probably be very bad, but I think that in time

something would come of it...’21

Thus it may be seen than many of Lilburn’s points in his ‘call to composers’ strongly

paralleled the message Vaughan Williams had conveyed to the Americans some years

earlier.  It seems likely that these similarities arose unintentionally, through the normal

exchange of ideas one has with one’s teacher over a period of time.  Lilburn internalised

Vaughan Williams’ vision of a strengthened musical culture, and wished it for his own

nation.  However Lilburn was a little unclear about the extent to which one could (or

should) consciously force a nation’s artists to work towards a national identity:

Some of you may have seen Frank Sargeson’s new collection of short stories or
Allen Curnow’s recent anthology of New Zealand verse.  What I find most
stimulating about all this activity is that it hasn’t happened as a result of groups of
people self-consciously setting out to produce a national literature.  These people
have been working independently of each other...22

Despite his avowed reluctance to raise the spectre of nationalism, what followed from

Lilburn’s ‘call to composers’ was indeed self-conscious, nationalist, and was the ‘result

of groups of people . . .  setting out to produce a national [musical] literature’, that

group of people being the composers gathered together at Cambridge in the summer of

1946, together with the larger number who gathered there the following summer.

The British composer and music commentator Christopher Fox has outlined some of

the problems encountered by various authors when attempting to uncover evidence of

nationalism in music.  In reviewing a number of books on the subject, Fox points to the

musicologist Lewis Foreman’s failure to explain  what Englishness might be when

claiming that it is signalled by, amongst other ‘stylistic elements’, ‘traditional material’,

‘characteristic moods, tempi’ and ‘evocation of place’—as Fox says: ‘and how is

Czechness, Japaneseness, Inuitness signalled?’23

Fox approvingly quotes the British musicologist Arnold Whittall’s statement that ‘in the

complex state of affairs that is the relationship between composer and culture, it is

clearly as hard for composers to renounce nationality as it is for their music to resist all

20 Lilburn Tradition, p.10.
21 ibid., p.13.
22 ibid., p.14.
23 C. Fox, ‘The vanishing anorak’, The Musical Times, Winter 1998, pp.46-52; see particularly p.48.
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attempts to bring nationality into the frame of its critical and analytical interpretation’24,

and comments on the directness of Mikko Heiniö’s statement ‘music is national just

because it is believed to be national’25.  In an introduction to the collection in which

Whittall’s and Heiniö’s statements appear, Tomi Mäkelä explains that nationalism must

be ‘regarded as a category of reception and intention rather than as something

technically musical.’26  Despite this introduction, throughout the volume there follows

little writing concerned with ‘composers’ intentions and critical responses.’27  In the

face of some rather simplistic and imprecise statements by musicologists, Fox suggests:

it would seem . . . that a book about nationalism in music is best not written by
musicologists but by historians of nationalism, since it they who are most likely to
understand how the belief that ‘music is national’ is seeded and nurtured.28

One must accept that Fox was being somewhat provocative when expressing his despair

over the ‘banality . . . and meaningless generality’ he finds in many musicologists’

attempts to discuss nationalism in music.  Certainly there is a dichotomy between a

widespread belief about a nation’s music as opposed to meaningful statements about

specific musical works in the national canon.  An historian’s exploration of nationalism

in music can provide at best an intelligent set of (potentially generalised) statements

about the situations in which composers find themselves and about composers’ belief

systems, many of which have limited influence on their music.  To what extent can we

hear Wagner’s anti-Semitic beliefs in his music?  Only musicological study can get to

the core of what we hear in the music, and the fact that Fox’s sample set of

musicologists was tested and found wanting does not mean that musicologists are

doomed to fail, although it certainly does highlight the complexity of the issue.

As far as New Zealand music is concerned, composers, musicologists and the general

public alike find themselves caught in the dichotomy, and it is only with a number of

complementary approaches that national tendencies and, for that matter, nationalist

compositional behaviours, may be revealed if, indeed, they exist.  The effects of the

wide-open spaces and ‘harsh New Zealand light’ on New Zealand composition, and the

fleeting images of alpine vistas, golden beaches or forest glades in New Zealand music

may be mythical, or articles of faith, or possibly lodged in the music, and it requires an

24 A. Whittall, ‘Personal style, impersonal structure?’, Music and Nationalism in 20th-century Great
Britain and Finland, ed. T. Mäkelä. Hamburg, 1997, p.25.
25 M. Heiniö, ‘The Main Trends in Finnish Music in the1970s and 1980s and the problem of
‘Finnishness’’, Music and Nationalism in 20th-century Great Britain and Finland, ed. T. Mäkelä.
Hamburg, 1997, p.189.
26 T. Mäkelä, ‘Towards a Theory of Internationalism, Europeanism, Nationalism and Co-Nationalism
in 20th-century Music’, Music and Nationalism in 20th-century Great Britain and Finland, ed. T.
Mäkelä. Hamburg, 1997, p.10.
27 C. Fox, ‘The vanishing anorak’, The Musical Times, Winter 1998, pp.46-52; see particularly p.48.
28 ibid., p.48.
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open-minded musicologist to make sense of the statements and take up the search in

earnest.  Certainly the belief that Lilburn’s music is imbued with something particular of

this country was already being espoused in the early 40s, as in a Listener review of

Lilburn’s Concert Overture by ‘Marsyas’ in which the work is described as being

made of ‘strange, delightful sounds [...], fine sounds, very moving, and they have

something that makes them seem to belong to New Zealand.’29

A typical example of landscape-based critical discourse can be found in the claims of the

New Zealand musicologist Robert Hoskins, that Lilburn’s Drysdale Overture (1937)—

written while Lilburn was studying in London—‘depicts the broken Hunterville

hillscape, the violins capping dilations in the horns and bassoons below’, and later that

‘the music loosens into what might be described as the tumultuous ‘stream’ music of

the Exposition; rise and fall can be distinguished.’30

Even the composer-critic Philip Norman (1953—), who generally took the view that

‘Lilburn’s music is Lilburn’s music; any New Zealand quality in his work is simply a

personal quality, shaped by his own environment’, could not completely detach himself

from the idea that nature had influenced Lilburn’s style.31  Of Lilburn’s melodic

writing, Norman suggested that

it could be argued that Lilburn’s motion-repose alternation thematic type draws
inspiration from such features of the natural environment [as those scenes which are
both spectacularly beautiful and harshly dramatic].  Characterised by qualities of
dramatic power and restless beauty, the melodies of this thematic type seem to
capture the two faces of man’s relationship with the environment.32

Norman also pointed to the lean textures, high upper woodwind placement and resultant

brightness of texture and relates it to the ‘brightness of images produced in the New

Zealand countryside by this clear light.’33  Furthermore, when considering Lilburn’s

electronic music, Norman was even more convinced of the obvious connection to the

land, particularly because in a number of these works the sounds of the land itself

appear in the music.

On the subject of landscape and its influence, an interesting comparison may be drawn

between Grainger’s radio talk from 1935 (quoted in full at the beginning of this chapter)

and Lilburn’s talk of 1946.  Grainger’s expressed belief that ‘countries that have

29 ‘Marsyas’ (nom-de-plume), ‘Some Recent Music, no.14’, NZL, 12 June 1942, p.13.
30 R.H.B. Hoskins, ‘The Childhood Landscape of Douglas Lilburn’s Drysdale Overture’, MiNZ,
Summer 1995-96, p.27.
31 P. Norman, The Beginning and Development of a New Zealand Music: The Life and Work (1940-
1965) of Lilburn. PhD diss., Canterbury University, 1983, p.628.
32 ibid., p.631.
33 ibid., p.629.
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beautiful mountain scenery . . . have a certain spiritual beauty in their art that stands

quite alone’34, and that ‘in perhaps only a few years, New Zealand composers will bring

some quite strange and special beauty into music through the influence of the New

Zealand scenery...’35 were developed by Lilburn:

There are some special aspects of [the natural beauties of New Zealand] that seem to
me important to our feeling for music, qualities of colour and line and distance, and
the clarity of the light that plays over us. . . . I think the place has its unique
character.  And so the music I imagine should develop in this country, would
amongst other things make us aware of these qualities and in some way bring us into
harmony with them . . . in a spiritual sense we still behave in many ways as though
we were strangers in the land.36

By comparing all three talks—Grainger’s, Vaughan Williams’ and Lilburn’s—for each

composer’s references to various other countries, one can soon see that the countries to

which Grainger referred, for the purposes of expatiating upon their beautiful mountain

scenery or the cultural heights they had achieved, are quite different from either Vaughan

Williams’ or Lilburn’s lists, each of which used similar examples to express similar

sentiments.  Russia and Spain were referred to by both Vaughan Williams and Lilburn

as having national musics which incorporate folk song elements.  America was referred

to by both: Vaughan Williams described it as a country in which ‘conditions . . . do not

admit of folk-songs, because there is no peasant class to make and sing them’37, and

Lilburn as one which (like New Zealand) was equally lacking in tradition, and where

composers were ‘trying out anything and everything to find out what suits them.’38

Germany was referred to by both as having a firmly established ‘Teutonic’ stream of

music.  Lilburn’s reference to both Java and Siberia is worthy of special note, as is his

reasoning that their folk musics were equally as foreign to ‘our own cultural sources’ as

Maori music ‘in its purer state.’39

This analogy has not sat comfortably with later commentators and scholars exploring

the nation’s music; one cannot imagine such claims being made in the present

environment, given the wealth of knowledge and understanding being developed in

Maori music studies, not to mention the strong relationship which has more recently

been built between New Zealand music and that of Indonesia in general.  Waikato-based

lecturer in English, Sarah Shieff, has pointed out with regard to post-war cultural

developments in New Zealand that ‘It was an exciting sense of beginning.  The

34 Percy Grainger broadcast on New Zealand Radio, 22 November 1935.
35 ibid.
36 Lilburn Tradition, p.11.
37 RVW National, p.114.
38 Lilburn Tradition, p.23.
39 Lilburn Tradition, p.21.
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dangerous aspect of the excitement, though, was the way its emphasis on ‘beginnings’

implied a neglect of the past, especially the Maori past.’40

Allan Thomas gives a more detailed explanation of Lilburn’s attitude to folk music and

its potential in new Zealand, showing that Lilburn specifically turned away ‘from the use

of Maori melodies and rhythms as a basis for a musical style because they are not a

common heritage in the way that folksong was known in other countries.’41  Thomas

goes on to explain that the use of Maori motifs in music by the generation before

Lilburn, such as Alfred Hill (1870-1960), became rejected on the grounds of its

sentimentality.42  It is important to read Lilburn’s comments regarding folk music as

very much ‘of their time’, remembering that the 40s marked the end of a time in which

the world would hear much folk song in its native environment.  Those composers of the

late 20th century who have integrated folk music into their ‘art music’ have tended to do

so in more diverse and complex ways, such as in the varied output of the British

composer Michael Finnissy (1946—).43

After Cambridge in 1946, the chief focus for many composers was their contribution to

a national ‘voice’, the establishment of a tradition which had relevance and gave them a

sense of purpose.  Between the time of Lilburn’s 1946 speech and the early 60s,

composition in New Zealand found a much firmer footing: the post-war sense of

urgency had abated, and institutions and courses had been established which were to

support a strengthening cultural community.  Galvanized into action by the 1946 speech,

Lilburn’s contemporaries and near-contemporaries led the way for future generations

and encouraged many of the developments which followed.  David Farquhar (1928—),

Edwin Carr (1926-2003), Ronald Tremain (1923-98), Larry Pruden (1925-82) and

Dorothea Franchi (1920-2003) were among those who attended Cambridge in the late

1940s, and their influence has been pervasive.

40 S. Shieff, ‘Building a Culture: Music in New Zealand in the Nineteen-forties’, MiNZ, Summer
1989-90, p.41.
41 A. Thomas (ed.), Music in New Zealand: A Reader from the 1940s. Christchurch, 2000, p.4.
42 ibid., p.4.
While I do not wish to sideline or diminish the importance of Maori music in any way, for the
purposes of this study of notated Western art music of New Zealand and its evolution through to the
mid-90s there is little point in making more than occasional reference to Maori music which is largely
still an oral tradition and which has relatively little integration into the genre.  Where appropriate,
reference is made, and for further information the book Maori Music by Mervyn McLean (Auckland,
1996) is recommended.
43 Finnissy has rarely used literal quotations from folk music, however there are explicit references in
at least 15 folk-informed works.  Richard Barrett traces Finnissy’s references to various folk musics,
particularly from Middle Eastern and Eastern European traditions, in his article ‘Michael Finnissy—An
Overview’ in Contemporary Music Review, v.13 Part 1, 1995, ed. T. Morgan, pp.23-43.  Further
information about Finnissy’s use of folksong may also be found through the articles included in
Uncommon Ground: The Music of Michael Finnissy, ed. H. Brougham, C. Fox and I. Pace. Aldershot,
1997.
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Lilburn’s subsequent works not only included further orchestral works, but also the

song cycle Sings Harry of 1953 for male voice with piano (later also with guitar).  This

setting of Denis Glover’s poems reinforced Lilburn’s nationalist musical aims, forging

new links with past musics while also reiterating the Man Alone theme—after all, stories

of lonely wanderers are not an unusual theme for song cycles.  Peter Russell reveals

connections between Sings Harry and Schubert’s Die Schöne Müllerin and

Winterreise, Mahler’s Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen and Vaughan Williams’ Songs

of Travel.44  Like Schubert’s wanderers and loners, Harry is affected by the vagabond

impulse.  Like Vaughan Williams’ traveller, there is a communion with nature; Harry is

a late-comer in the Romantic tradition. . . . In his resignation, his air of weariness,
his sense of old age creeping on, his total retreat from human relationships and
almost exclusive sense of identity with nature, his attachment to an irrecoverably
distant childhood, the figure of Harry bespeaks here rather a Romanticism grown
old.45

While acknowledging Harry’s ‘rough, tough exterior, his stoic self-reliance, his

emotional reticence . . . which many would think is characteristically of New Zealand’,

Russell shows the importance of nostalgia in the poem, particularly the nostalgia for

childhood.46  Despite the clear connection with the ‘salt of the earth’ type characters

which populate New Zealand literature and photography (as discussed in Chapter 1),

Russell comments that he finds it ‘interesting and curious that a youthful, emergent New

Zealand culture should have found a symbol for itself in such a weary old figure.’47

In 1947, the year after Lilburn’s first appearance at the Cambridge Summer Music

School, the pianist and music critic Frederick Page (1905-1983) offered him a part-time

position in the Department of Music at what was then called Victoria University College.

When the new department was created in 1946, Page was appointed to a position there,

and was to become Victoria University’s first professor of music.  Together with his

wife, the painter Evelyn Page, they were—like Lilburn—part of a milieu in which the arts

were widely embraced, and where new ideas were regularly exchanged across artistic

disciplines.  Having lived in Christchurch up until the time of his appointment to

Victoria University College, Page had been in employment as music journalist for the

Christchurch Press.  As it happens, just one day prior to his receiving news of the

appointment, Page was dismissed from his position at the Press for performing Berg’s

piano sonata in public, a performance which had apparently distressed too many of the

influential readers of the newspaper.  Thus Christchurch’s loss was Wellington’s gain,

and a musician with a compulsion to remain abreast of continuing overseas musical

44 P. Russell, ‘Man Alone: Douglas Lilburn’s Sings Harry in context’, MiNZ, Winter 1993, p.32.
45 ibid., p.33.
46 ibid., p.31.
47 ibid., p.33.
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developments became installed in the new department at a significant turning point in

New Zealand’s tertiary-level musical education history, a point at which composition

and contemporary music studies were to receive unprecedented attention.

Lilburn’s arrival in Wellington coincided fortuitously with the inauguration of the

National Orchestra, and over the next few years Wellington became a focus for much

compositional activity, a creative scene stimulated by the new orchestra, various chamber

ensembles, and the National Film Unit.  Having invigorated New Zealand’s composing

scene through his appearances at Cambridge in 1946 and 1947, Lilburn’s new position

provided him with the means to continue influencing and perpetuating the drive for a

specially New Zealand tradition in music.

Page habitually kept abreast—and kept Lilburn informed—of compositional

developments in Europe and Australia, and later Asia.  He had a highly influential role

particularly in Wellington as an important source of contemporary music news, ensuring

New Zealand’s membership of the International Society for Contemporary Music from

the 50s through many years, occasionally crossing the Tasman in order to hear a new

performance, and not infrequently ordering (for postage via surface mail) many RCA

recordings of the latest contemporary releases, pressed onto heavy black vinyl.  The first

recording of Gesang der Jünglinge to arrive in New Zealand was imported soon after its

release by Page, and as early as 1958 he visited Darmstadt and Donaueschingen and

brought the new European ideas of those times back to New Zealand and, most

importantly, to his friend and colleague Lilburn.

In 1956, Lilburn and Ashley Heenan (1925—) convinced the Australasian Performing

Right Association (APRA) to set up a New Zealand Advisory Committee, for the

purpose of strengthening New Zealand’s sense of musical identity:

it was suggested that the isolation of New Zealand worked both to the disadvantage
and advantage of the composer; that the availability of recordings of new European
music available in New Zealand could not duplicate in total the musical experience of
progressive composers in Europe; that ‘any new idiom should be from real ‘living
in’; second-hand experience most often produces second-rate music’ . . . that on the
other hand, the composer resident in New Zealand is often encouraged to draw on
local inspiration, such as New Zealand poetry or Maori legend.48

Lilburn’s students tended to localize their music, and after time spent overseas the

composer Jenny McLeod (1941—) was no exception.  McLeod studied with Lilburn

and Page, made the journey overseas to Europe in the 1960s, and the return journey a

few years later.  While overseas, she studied with Messiaen (1908-92), Stockhausen

48 J.M. Jennings, ‘Time Enhances Our Understanding: The Significance of the 1960s for New Zealand
Composition’, MiNZ, Spring 1990, p.54.
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(1928—), Pousseur (1929—), Berio (1925-2003) and Boulez (1925—), and gained

some critical acclaim for her work For Seven in 1966.  Upon her return to New Zealand,

McLeod undertook the creation of two massive musical enterprises: Earth and Sky

(1968) and Under the Sun (1971).  Earth and Sky, utilising Maori creation poetry,

involved hundreds of schoolchildren and an amalgamation of primitive dance, music and

dramatic spectacle.  Under the Sun was even bigger, and McLeod’s eclectic musical mix

ensured enthusiastic participation:

Music styles went from Gregorian flavour to pop, from radio-sound collage to huge
bombardments from four orchestras, four children’s movement-sound groups, two
adult choirs, a pop group and taped voices.  The impact on the cast and the
community was enormous.49

Although developments within New Zealand have been important, the greatest influences

on the New Zealand music scene have continued to arise from New Zealand composers

travelling overseas and in due course returning, alongside composers who migrate to

New Zealand, bringing new views on the musical world at large, and New Zealand’s

place in it.  In 1970 McLeod became Victoria’s first female professor of music, and

throughout the duration of her employment in this post (1971-76) ‘she is reputed to

have been the youngest professor in the British Commonwealth.’50

The similarities between McLeod and Lilburn are worth noting.  Both achieved some

national acclaim before travelling overseas to study in Europe, both returned after a small

number of years, and set about making their mark on New Zealand music in new and

original ways shortly after returning.  The compositional paths of both composers have

been troubled: Lilburn wrote little original music after the mid-70s, spending the last

quarter century of his life on many other music-related concerns but rarely composing;

McLeod has spent significant periods of her life writing very little, and frequently

questioning her role as composer.  In a manner not unlike that described by James

Belich when writing about Janet Frame using ‘mental asylums and her writing as fire

escapes from each other’, McLeod has similarly made dramatic changes of lifestyle at

key points in her creative life.51  The Church of the Divine Light from 1976, and more

recently Christian evangelism, have both provided fresh channels into which McLeod

can pour her intense energies when between compositional phases.  Likewise, in music-

orientated phases, McLeod is intense and iconoclastic in her approach.

This iconoclastic tendency, mixed quite potently with something akin to shy modesty, is

another characteristic common to both Lilburn and McLeod.  Lilburn’s ‘call to

49 M. Croxson, contributor to ‘Jenny McLeod’s Earth and Sky’, MiNZ, Spring 1993, p.28.
50 B. Hughes and S. Ahern, Redbrick and Bluestockings. Wellington, 1993, p.176.
51 Belich Paradise, p.336.
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composers’ in 1946, his desire to use the understanding he had gained from Vaughan

Williams in particular, and apply it to the New Zealand situation, stands out in the story

of the country’s compositional development.  Twenty-two years later, McLeod’s Earth

and Sky had a widespread impact on the country’s musicians, setting up an entirely

different possibility for what New Zealand music might be, and for whom it might exist.

In some respects this was stylistically in opposition to the music she had studied and

created in Europe, and these differences have been emphasised over the years; yet there

was a visionary strength in the breaking of new musical ground which has its roots in

the avant-garde of mid-century Europe, and its attempts to redefine music for a new

generation.  Furthermore, there are similarities between what McLeod was doing in the

latter part of the 60s and what Lilburn was creating in the Electronic Music Studio.  In

particular, McLeod’s use of Maori creation myths in Earth and Sky were nearly

contemporary with Lilburn’s references to Maori mythology in such works as The

Return (1965) and Summer Voices (1969).

There is also a further significant comparison to be made between Lilburn and Grainger.

Since the 1900s Grainger had wondered how music could be made to more accurately

reflect such smooth natural effects as wind and water motion.  By 1912 he was busily

devising ways of creating sliding melodic shapes to create an instrument which could

produce ‘scaleless, pulseless music’, and in the 1950s he almost completely designed a

‘Free Music’ machine.52  In a similar way, Lilburn’s experiments in the 1960s with

electroacoustic music took the New Zealand music scene by surprise, and arose from

motives which were not dissimilar to Grainger’s, namely a concern with musical

imitation of natural sonic effects, a broadening of instrumental resources, and a

resistance to the commonly held (more limited) definitions of music.

Although Victoria University had in many ways become established from the late 40s as

New Zealand’s main centre for compositional activity, other Universities were making

significant contributions.  One major contribution to the national scene came in 1969,

when the University of Otago established the Mozart Fellowship for composers of

music, alongside the Robert Burns Fellowship for literature which was established in

1958 and the Frances Hodgkins Fellowship for artists which was established in 1962.

Over the years this has provided many of the nation’s composers with an opportunity to

concentrate on writing music at a critical point in their creative lives.

52 R.F. Goldman, ‘Percy Grainger’s “Free Music”’, reprinted in A Musical Genius from Australia:
Selected Writings by and about Percy Grainger, ed. T. Balough. Nedlands, 1982, pp.145-154.
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Coinciding with the year in which the Mozart Fellowship was established, in March

1969 Lilburn gave an open lecture at the University of Otago shortly before receiving an

honorary Doctorate of Music from that university.  Titled A Search for a Language, this

was to attract a similar degree of attention to his 1946 address.53  In this talk, Lilburn

took the opportunity to review the period since 1946, noting the developments and

changing trends.  Expressing his concerns for the New Zealand composer, citing the

influx of overseas influences and the increasing pressure to come to terms with all the

new musical developments and inventions, Lilburn advocated an awareness of the total

human experience as the clue to artistic style and purpose, and explained his own

exploration into electronic and tape composition as part of his own quest to bring closer

his experience and musical language.  Revisiting the idea of environmental influence on

composers, Lilburn quoted the New Zealand painter Toss Woollaston as having said

‘International influences may give our work manner—environment should give it

character.’54  Acknowledging that there had been some more recent reluctance amongst

composers to talk about nature or environment, Lilburn suggested that perhaps the focus

on the natural environment was something that had been more important in artistic

tradition-building of the mid-century and that perhaps a wider definition of the term

‘environment’ would be more appropriate for the new generation of New Zealand

composer.

Some trends, both local and national, have resulted from new technologies or

instrumental resources rather than from any intention to start a trend as such.  Lilburn’s

establishment of the Electronic Music Studio at Victoria University in 1966 gave rise to

a number of compositions which exhibited the particular sounds available on the VCS3

synthesiser, notably the sound of ring modulation.  Examples of this sound may be

heard in Ross Harris’s (1945—) Poem (1970), Lilburn’s Three Inscapes (1972) and

John Rimmer’s (1939—) White Island (1974).  International electroacoustic music

developments have continued to appear in New Zealand in due course, such as

Rimmer’s adoption in the 1990s of granular synthesis techniques which had been

developed by Barry Truax at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver.  Electroacoustic

composition continues to be a significant area in which environmental sounds may be

included, through the electronic sampling techniques which have developed as digital

synthesis has overtaken analog composition and the tape deck.  Under Erebus (2000)

by Chris Cree Brown (1953—), for example, is primarily constructed from digitally

sampled sounds of the Antarctic region, recorded by Cree Brown during his 1999 visit

to the area.

53 Lilburn Language
54 ibid., p.12.
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Christchurch has a reputation as being New Zealand’s most conservative city, but the

conservative forces which led to Page’s dismissal in the mid-40s have not maintained

their stranglehold on the city’s creative arts.  Cree Brown and his colleague John

Cousins (1943—) are two of the country’s more experimental composers.  Cousins has

been a lecturer at Canterbury University since 1968, and since 1978 none of his

compositions have employed traditional forces; he has often claimed that ‘sonic artist’

would be a more apt label than ‘composer’.  Cousins’ relationship with the landscape is

close and individual, such as Harps at Arthurs Pass (1991) which involves dishes of

water suspended from tripods which create sounds as the strings reverberate, and also

trace the sun’s path in scorched patterns on the ground.  At times, Cousins has been the

landscape of his art, as in Tense Test (1985), a tape work of layered discussions between

the composer and himself, and Membrane (1984), a live performance piece which made

pitched percussive music from Cousins’ own urinary cycle, provoking shocked

responses when performed at the Edinburgh Festival.

Cousins is both an individual composer and a significant member in the small group of

New Zealand composers who might be called ‘inventor-composers’; indeed, New

Zealand’s composing scene appears to have its own version of the ‘blokes and sheds’

mentality explained in Chapter 1.  Other members of this group include Cree Brown,

and also Philip Dadson (1946—), founder of the Auckland-based ensemble From

Scratch.

The purchasing of a gamelan by Victoria University in the late 70s, prompted by the

interests in Asian music of composer Jack Body (1944—) and musicologist Allan

Thomas, led to the development in Wellington of a very active gamelan performing

group which strongly influenced local composers.  Two of the most successful of the

gamelan-influenced composers who have emerged from this environment are the

composer/percussionist Gareth Farr (1968—) and the composer Helen Bowater

(1952—).  Rather than detracting from the teachings of Lilburn on the importance of the

local, the gamelan seems to have broadened the definition of ‘musical locality’ while

reminding New Zealanders of the country’s position within the wider Pacific, and also

building on Page’s developing curiosity regarding Asian musics.

As the range of compositional activity in New Zealand has increased and broadened, the

network of organizations which supports this activity has grown and developed.  The

Composers’ Association of New Zealand (CANZ), which was established in 1974,

provides networking and lobbying roles for the musical arts in New Zealand.  The

Alexander Turnbull Library has an archive of New Zealand music which contains a

wealth of compositions and related writings and recordings, and the Lilburn Trust has
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ensured its survival for some time to come.  Since the late 80s the Centre for New

Zealand Music (trading as SOUNZ) has been acting on behalf of New Zealand

composers as advocates for this country’s music, and as an information centre for

educational institutions, national and  international inquiries.

Lee Martelli summarized her MMus thesis Trends in New Zealand Piano Music in the

1960s with the statement ‘It is certain that the flavour that Lilburn has imbued in all New

Zealand music culture will be long in disappearing.’55  Lilburn started the idea of a New

Zealand musical tradition, and although he was reluctant to be seen as a nationalist he

did stress the importance of developing something that could be perceived as distinctive,

pointing to some elements—in particular the landscape—as being significant to that

tradition.  Further consideration of the ways in which New Zealand music may have a

special, particular, or frequently apparent connection with land or landscape will be

revealing, however such investigations should first be prefaced with a wider

consideration of the place of landscape in western art music at large.

2.2 Musical Landscapes

Concepts of landscape have been important in music and art for the last few centuries,

and at times these landscapes have been attached to nation-building or nationalist

agendas, such as that of the French bourgeoisie of the 1880s mentioned by Wedde and

referred to on page 32.  Furthermore, as pointed out by Christopher Fox and mentioned

earlier in the previous section, musicologists—in this case Lewis Foreman—may refer

rather loosely to ‘evocation of place’ as one way of signalling (in this case)

Englishness.56

Landscape, in music alongside the other arts, was until the 18th century considered

important only as a backdrop for human activity.  However towards the end of the 18th

century the emphasis shifted, marked by a significant development of the concept of the

musical ‘sublime’.  Franz Joseph Haydn’s celebrated The Creation (1798) appears to

be the first significant musical work to position raw and powerful Nature centre-stage,

no longer the backdrop for human activity.  In particular Haydn’s creation of Light

(preceded by Chaos) in The Creation  is evoked musically by the setting of religious

texts which were easily recognized by the audiences of the time, in combination with

what the British musicologist James Webster calls the ‘unusual or “pointed”

55 L. Martelli, Trends in New Zealand Piano Music in the 1960s. MMus diss., Auckland, 1992,
p.220.
56 L. Foreman, ‘National Musical Character: Intrinsic or Acquired?’, Music and Nationalism in 20th-
century Great Britain and Finland, ed. T. Mäkelä. Hamburg, 1997.
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combination’ of musical contrasts (musical topics, performing forces, gesture and

rhythm, harmony, etc.) and the integration of overture, recitative and chorus ‘into a

single progression that moves from paradoxical disorder to triumphant order.’57

In a consideration of connections between composition and landscaping in pre-

Romantic idioms, the British musicologist Annette Richards has explored the

differences between the sublime, described as ‘grand and infinite’, and the picturesque,

which is rather more subtle and relies on ambiguous placement, or concealment, of

borders.  In the 18th century garden these borders sometimes included the ha-ha, with

its apparent freedom but actual constraint; this is likened by Richards to the apparent

illogicality in event order in the 18th century Fantasia.58  As with most analogies,

though, there are points beyond which the likenesses between landscaped gardens and

musical formations dissolve.

Through the 19th century, landscape became frequently the meeting place where music

joined Romantic art and literature.  Charles Rosen points to Beethoven’s An die ferne

Geliebte (1816) as being the first true song cycle, in which Beethoven ‘realized one of

the ideals of the period: to give the lyrical expression of Nature an epic status, a genuine

monumentality, without losing the apparent simplicity of a personal expression.’59

Rosen likens the creation of the song cycle to, and aligns it with, ‘the replacement of

epic poetry by landscape poetry and the elevation of landscape painting to the

commanding position previously held by historical and religious painting.’60

The desire by composers at the beginning of the Romantic Period to express nature

through music evolved as the period progressed, such that by the late Romantic there

was widespread belief that composers are influenced by their environment, particularly

the landscape.  Gustav Mahler, in discussion with Natalie Bauer-Lechner, commented on

the importance of one’s environment in shaping artistic output:

We probably derive all our basic rhythms and themes from Nature. . . . Man, and the
artist in particular, takes all his materials and all his forms from the world around
him—transforming and expanding them, of course.  He may find himself in a
harmonious and happy relationship with Nature, or alternatively in painful and
hostile opposition to her.61

On another occasion, again in discussion with Bauer-Lechner, Mahler commented on

57 J. Webster, ‘The Creation, Haydn’s Late Vocal Music, and the Musical Sublime’, Haydn and His
World, ed. E. Sisman. Princeton, 1997, pp.64, 66.
58 A. Richards, The Free Fantasia and the Musical Picturesque. Cambridge, 2001, pp.5-7.
59 C. Rosen, The Romantic Generation. Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1995, p.125.
60 ibid.
61 N. Bauer-Lechner, Recollections of Gustav Mahler. Leipzig, Vienna, Zurich, 1923, trans. D.
Newlin, London, 1980, pp.96-97.
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his musical polyphony, thus:

it’s all the same whether heard in a din like this or in the singing of a thousand birds;
in the howling of the storm, the lapping of the waves, or the crackling of the fire.
Just in this way—from quite different directions—must the themes appear; and they
must be just as different from each other in rhythm and melodic character.62

Mahler’s exploration of a musical landscape may be recognized in the Finale of his 2nd

Symphony (Resurrection) where, in the cadenza, the song of the nightingale is

represented as rhythmically specific music (on-stage, played by flute and piccolo) and

contrasted with an off-stage brass ensemble which uses free, asymmetrical melodic

shapes.  This use of ‘mobile sound’ is accredited to his interest in natural acoustics and

sounds, and exploits various acoustic phenomena through differentiation, both rhythmic

and spatial, between two types of instrumental sonority (the moments of synchronization

indicated in a new notational device which uses vertical strokes).63

In exploring the stylistic differences between the Romantic and Classical periods, and

warning against an over-simplistic conception of classicism-as-universal in opposition to

romanticism-as-specialist, Carl Dahlhaus explains that in the 19th century composers

were keen to instil national character into their music, but that nationalism ‘was seen as a

means, not a hindrance, to universality.’64  This apparent incongruity arose from a

tangle of nineteenth-century prejudices and paradoxes such as the belief ‘that for

individuality to be truly original it must be rooted in the “national spirit”’, and that

‘nationalism was expected to nourish composers lest they degenerate into eclecticism,

[yet] composers were nevertheless expected not to remain trapped by their dependence

on a national identity.’65

Jean Sibelius was ‘propelled to national prominence as a spokesman for Finnish

culture’ in the late 19th century, largely as a result of his successful (choral) symphony

(later described as ‘symphonic poem’) Kullervo (1892), with its setting of Finnish

mythology and epic use of Finnish folksongs.66   From this point on, he was hailed as

Finland’s nationalist composer, and there were heavy expectations that he would help

lead the way for the young nation’s cultural and political development.  This weighty

responsibility led Sibelius to take very seriously the relationship between music and

nation, and many of his works, in particular the tone poems, bear titles and overt

references to Finnish landscape scenes.

62 ibid., pp.155-156.
63 D. Mitchell, Gustav Mahler: The Wunderhorn Years. London, 1975, pp.339-342.
64 C. Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music. Wiesbaden, 1980, trans. J.B. Robinson, Berkeley, CA,
1989, p.37.
65 ibid.
66 G. Rickards, Jean Sibelius. London, 1997, p.50.
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In America in the early 20th century, Aaron Copland (1900-1990) became a

representative figure for national identity in American music, infusing his works with

country dance music and aural impressions of ordinary folk activity and song in a

conscious attempt to build musical connections with the people and their spirit.  Indeed,

his focus on the American people in rural environments harks back to earlier concepts of

landscape-in-music, whereby once again the (albeit grand and majestic) landscape forms

a backdrop to foregrounded human activity.

Many critics believe that the music of Edward Elgar (1857-1934) is inextricably linked

with the English and Welsh countrysides of Worcestershire and Malvern.  The

musicologist Jeremy Crump has revealed the specific historical and cultural

circumstances under which Elgar’s music was received as being ‘expressive of a deeper

English identity’, and suggests that this contributed to this hitherto unprecedented

acceptance of an English composer during his lifetime.67  Such connections, once

established, linger for a long time: widespread belief that Elgar’s music is infused with

country scenes seems just as strong half a century later.  In 1970 Michael Kennedy

wrote:

No technical analysis can discover for certain just how he took something from the
air of the Malvern Hills, from the banks of the Teme and Severn, from the cloisters
of Worcester Cathedral, and turned it into music which speaks immediately and
directly of these things to his fellow countrymen.  Walk in Worcestershire and the
music of Elgar is in the air around you, fantastic as this may seem to the prosaically
minded.68

Later, in 1983 the English author John Burke claimed of Elgar’s Caractacus (1898) ‘a

sense of the landscape which was not just his own but the land over which distant

historic figures had fought in ancient times’, proceeding further to make some quite

elaborate claims for connections between the landscape and various other (mostly

English) composers such as Delius, Vaughan Williams, Gurney, Arnold, Grainger,

Finzi, Holst, Britten and Maxwell Davies.69  Yehudi Menuhin has also made extensive

claims for the English landscape-in-music:

I am drawn to English music because I love the way it reflects the climate and the
vegetation which know no sharp edges, no definitive demarcation, where different
hues of green melt into each other and where the line between sea and land is always
joined and changing...70

67 J. Crump, ‘The Identity of English Music: the Reception of Elgar 1898-1935’, Englishness:
Politics and Culture 1880-1920, ed. R. Colls and P. Dodd. Beckenham, 1986, p.179.
68 quoted by Jeremy Crump in ‘The Identity of English Music: The reception of Elgar 1898-1935’,
Englishness: Culture and Politics 1880-1920. Kent, 1986, p.164.
69 J. Burke, Musical Landscapes. Exeter, 1983, p.45.
70 Y. Menuhin, Introduction to J. Burke, Musical Landscapes. Exeter, 1983, p.9.
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From this, one could suggest an adaptation of Heiniö’s statement above (p.59)—that

‘music is national just because it is believed to be national’—and claim that ‘music is

landscape-infused because it is believed to be landscape-inspired’.

A musical response to the English landscape is evident in a number of works by the

English composer Sir Harrison Birtwistle (1934—) such as his Silbury Air (1977),

whose programme note contains a description of its archaeological subject and a

commentary on the nature of the music’s relationship to the land form.  The work is

named after Silbury Hill, ‘a prehistoric mound in Wiltshire, the biggest artificial mound

in Europe, being 125 feet high and covering more than 5 acres.  Its use and purpose,

after centuries of speculation, still remain a mystery.’71  Birtwistle explains that his

music is not intended as ‘a romantic reflection of the hill’s enigmatic location—nor a

parallel with any of its evident geometry.’72  His music uses blocks of sound, which are

treated as ‘objects’ which are subjected to various processes involving ‘modes of

juxtaposition, modes of repetition, modes of change’, a technique he has employed in a

number of his landscape works, ‘the sum total of these processes being a compound

artificial landscape or “imaginary landscape”, to use Paul Klee’s title.’73

This approach to landscape in music is antithetical to the views expressed by such as

Burke and Menuhin, in its concentration not on romantic expression but rather on

analogous logic and layers of invention.  The concept of the ‘imaginary landscape’ has

significantly influenced a number of composers mid-20th century, including John Cage,

who wrote five Imaginary Landscape works between 1939 and 1952.  Birtwistle also

composed An Imaginary Landscape (1972) for brass, percussion and double basses,

one of his many processional, slow-paced works.  The musicologist Michael Hall, when

discussing these processional-style compositions, says:

we are so used to measuring things in terms of clock time, that we forget that time is
multi-dimensional; things change at different rates.  According to Einstein what we
call time is not one velocity but a co-ordination of many.  We notice this only when
faced with it geographically, when walking through a landscape perhaps.  It is then
that temporal perspective become[s] synonymous with visual perspective.  Events
close at hand appear to be moving more rapidly than those in the distance simply
because we can see them more clearly.  Perhaps it is only when we look at a
mountain range or the stars at night that we have a sense of timelessness.74

Cage’s Imaginary Landscapes, on the other hand, occupy a different sonic space, partly

because they all include sounds from sources other than acoustic musical instruments,

thus imbuing their sound world with an ‘other’ quality: Imaginary Landscape No.1

71 H. Birtwistle, programme notes for Silbury Air (1977), Universal Edition UE 16141 L, London.
72 ibid.
73 ibid.
74 M. Hall, Harrison Birtwistle. London, 1984, pp.74-75.
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incorporates turntables (and indeed was the first work to do so), Imaginary Landscape

No.4  is scored simply for radios, and Imaginary Landscape No.5 uses only

gramophone records.

Further along the relatively abstract thread which may connect music and landscaping—

a thread mentioned earlier with respect to Richards’ consideration of 18th century

music—the American philosopher of art Stephanie Ross has visualized the gardener’s

equivalent of John Cage’s 4’33” as

well-groomed beds of soil not planted with anything at all.  Alan Sonfist created a
garden not unlike this.  Pool of Earth (1975) was a fifty-foot diameter circle of fertile
soil surrounded by a ring of rock in the midst of a chemical waste dump.  Sonfist
intended the circle to gradually reseed and rebuild the original forest.  Perhaps a “found
garden” would parallel even more closely Cage’s views about the relative status of
music and noise.’75

There has been a relatively recent expansion of the concept of landscape and

land(scape), and its manifestations in artistic output.  This is apparent in such abstracted

ideas as the ‘imaginary landscapes’ of Cage and Birtwistle, but also in a re-evaluation of

what landscape is.  The word ‘landscape’ might in some cases better be replaced with

the word ‘land’, or an understanding be reached that the word ‘landscape’ must now be

understood as more flexible in scale and type than the archetypal ‘landscapes’ of earlier

rhetoric of and around music.  This is partly a matter of scale, partly a matter of the

shifting nature of artistic and compositional concerns through the 20th century, and

perhaps a reassessment of where humans stand with respect to nature.  Land(scape) in

music may be raw active thermal land, a group of islands, a waterscape, an abstract

musicscape, or a microscopic (or, indeed, macroscopic) view of activity in (or movement

of) the earth.  It may involve human activity, although it is just as likely to reveal

evidence of human activity through altered landscapes or environmental damage;

alternatively, it may be particularly concerned with raw, unspoiled nature.

The artificiality of the landscape feature which is the subject of Silbury Air is significant:

England has had a settled population for thousands of years, whereas this is not true of

New World countries.  Raw landscape no longer really exists in England, and the New

World fascination with unspoilt, untouched nature is paralleled in some ways by

European fascination with ancient historical pasts.

The monumental pasts of Europe have their Australian counterparts, however; the

history of the Aboriginal people is more than 40,000 years old, and the size of the place

and the depth of aboriginal history together can induce a sense of the relative

75 S. Ross, ‘Gardens, earthworks, and environmental art’, Landscape, Natural Beauty and the Arts, ed.
S. Kemal and I. Gaskell. Cambridge, 1993, p.168.
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unimportance of contemporary society.  The Australian composer Anne Boyd (1946—)

believes there is a specially long timescale inherent in that landscape, which has only

been comprehended and matched by a few Australian composers:

I drove . . . all the way up the East coast of Australia . . . and I had that same sense
of this unending slow sense of time passing as I was driving along and for an
experiment . . . driving through that landscape I tried different types of music that I
had in the car and nothing worked except Ross’s [Edwards’] music and Peter’s
[Sculthorpe’s] music and my music, because it fitted the timescale of the landscape as
we travelled along.76

This is a curious claim; on the surface it would suggest that only Australian music is

capable of such large-scale slow motion.  In fact, all it says is that some Australian

music is more slow-moving than whatever other recordings Boyd had in her car on that

day.  Nonetheless, the fact that she said it, and the enthusiasm with which it was

divulged, indicates a treasured belief in the connection between the land and its native

composers.

While creating his radio series Dots on the Landscape, the (English-born, Australia-

based) composer and music journalist Andrew Ford (1957—) invited a wide range of

Australian composers to discuss their musical responses to the Australian landscape.77

During the course of the series, the Australian composer Barry Conyngham (1944—)

presented a definition of an Australian as ‘someone who sits in the city, thinking about

Ayers Rock’, claiming that ‘our history tends to come from the country that we don’t

live in.’  Ford has elaborated on the history of this dichotomy, explaining that new

settlers from Europe found themselves responding (or failing to respond) to ‘what must

have seemed the most lurid of natural environments.’  New Zealand immigrants might

not have encountered quite such a harsh, unforgiving landscape with which to come to

terms, but nevertheless the emptiness of New Zealand’s landscapes, and its relative

strangeness, must still have presented a real challenge.  There is also a dichotomy,

parallel to the Australian one described above: most of New Zealand’s composers do

live in the cities, and most of the landscapes in their musical references are a significant

distance from those cities.

Christopher Allen has explained that there is a view that the particularity of early

Australian art lay ‘in the unfamiliarity of the physical environment, and especially the

difficulty of rendering the twisted forms of the gum tree and the glare of bright

sunlight.’78  As popular mythology would have it, the ‘Heidelberg School’

Impressionists (of the 1890s) then learned ‘to see the new world as it really was, and the

76 A. Boyd, as interviewed in Ford Dots
77 Ford Dots
78 C. Allen, Art in Australia: From Colonization to Postmodernism. London, 1997, p.9.
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beauty of Australia was revealed.’79  Allen contradicts this view, revealing it as an

attempt ‘to apply inappropriate cultural models’, in order

to justify a nationalistic account of settlement and to conceal the real historical
processes at work.  The fact is that everything in Australian art initially came from
elsewhere, but that everything acquired a new meaning when translated to the new
continent.80

The development of tape and electroacoustic music enabled nature to be written more

literally into musical works, and Lilburn led the way for New Zealand composers in this

field, followed closely by the next generation.  Ross Harris’s electroacoustic work

Mosaic (Water) from 1990, for example, combines recorded water sounds from New

Zealand’s Paekakariki and Sweden’s Örö, and John Rimmer’s Fleeting Images (1985)

incorporates what Rimmer calls ‘environmental sound images’:

The active, rhythmic textures are suggestive of the dynamism of nature - birds,
insects, and the bubbling of geothermal activity - while the long sustained sounds
evoke images of waves crashing on rocky coastlines mixed with the humming of
telephone wires across vast open plains.81

Water frequently occurs in the natural images employed or considered by New Zealand

artists, and composers are no exception.  In the 1988 inaugural issue of Music in New

Zealand  magazine, John Rimmer talked about the sonic imagery employed in his Viola

Concerto of 1980:

It was the sound of huge waves that really enthralled me, so the opening of the Viola
Concerto was my orchestral version of a wave breaking on the shore.  It comes
several times and gradually it peters out.  I remember taking a big walk along the
Cape Rodney Walk near Leigh.  It was a stormy day and the waves were crashing on
the rocky coast sending the spray right up the cliffs.  It was an incredible sound, an
accumulating roar that gradually grew in energy.  As it crashed, the whole spectrum
of sound went from low to high and then, as the waves went up the beach, it filtered
right out to the very high frequencies.  I tried to incorporate that sound into the
piece.82

It is not just New Zealand composers who find electronic sound and tape to be a useful

medium for recording samples of natural sounds and for creating musical works which,

in a most direct way, reflect the natural environment.  Yet it is more often still the look of

the landscape, rather than the sound, which composers are thinking about when writing

their instrumental compositions.  British composer Peter Maxwell Davies (1934—) was,

like Rimmer, concerned with images of waves when composing his Second Symphony

(1981), however the musical image here is concerned with visual patternings rather than

sonic spectra.  Davies explains that he

79 ibid.
80 ibid., pp.9-10.
81 J. Rimmer, CD notes for Fleeting Images CD MANU 1437
82 W.Dart, ‘John Rimmer talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Winter 1988, p.12.
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had been contemplating the twitch and turmoil of wave forms around a wreck in
Scapa Flow.  In the tide race, tangled wave shapes had the consistency of plaited hair,
twisting within themselves yet bound into an over-all pattern.  In other kinds of wave
the form itself altered but flecks within seemed to remain stationary.  Between these
polarities he found a musical equivalent, with strange intervals and disturbing blocks
of sound.83

The New Zealand-born, Scotland-based composer Lyell Cresswell (1944—) is, like

Birtwistle, concerned with ideas of ‘intrusions on a landscape’.  Speak for Us, Great

Sea is an evocative 20-minute orchestral work, commissioned by the BBC Northern

Ireland in 1983 but more frequently performed by the BBC Scottish Symphony

Orchestra.  Cresswell remarks of the work:

Speak for us, great sea [sic] is not about the glittering surface and sunlight dancing
on the crest of the waves.  It’s about (as far as any music is about anything)
intrusions—rocks, icebergs, small islands, large islands, continents, huge land
masses—but it’s also ‘about’ the ocean floor and strong weighty movements of water
in the depths.84

explaining further that as a child he was disturbed to see the destruction of a beautiful

Wellington beach in order to extend Wellington airport.

These were intrusions on a landscape.  Intrusions which were hastily conceived and
which, with a bit of thought, could have been avoided.  The idea of an intruder on a
landscape has remained with me ever since.  It is an idea which can be translated into
music—into large blocks of sound or tiny fragments which gradually emerge from a
background and accumulate as they are viewed from different angles.85

Despite Cresswell’s cautious qualifier ‘as far as any music is about anything’, these

remarks by the composer do seem directly, and explicably, connected to the music itself:

the sea’s calm immensity is suggested in the opening and closing passages, while in the

main body of the score, disturbances and turbulence of various kinds contribute to the

tensions and the structure of the piece.  Rising and falling curves, both continuous and

fragmented are clearly audible and, as described by Cresswell, work musically as

important ingredients of both the character and the build-up of tension in the work.

Similarly, Birtwistle has said many times that, as a child growing up in Accrington, there

was a profound influence on his psyche from the striking disjunction between the

Lancashire moorland and the black mill town’s industrial landscape.  These disjunctions

may be heard, if one wishes, in such works as Silbury Air, The Triumph of Time and

Earth Dances, although this last work is different in its use of the musical equivalent of

geological strata.

83 J. Burke, Musical Landscapes. Exeter, 1983, p.161.
84 L. Coates, ‘The Gaelic Connection’, MiNZ, Summer 1994-95, p.26.
85 ibid.
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Musical reactions to intrusions on the landscape can be negative responses; alternatively

they can also celebrate unnatural landscape elements.  In Australia, the composer Alan

Lamb spent some time composing with the sounds of the telegraph wires which are

strung across a remote region in Western Australia, playing the wires almost as an

instrument.  Lamb hears the sounds of the wires as sung responses to the landscape,

something mysterious and spiritual.86

Most of the works discussed in this section have titles which guide and direct the

listener in some way;  Peter Beatson points to the titles of the works as the first

important ‘clue’ to the composer’s intentions:

We read the name Aotearoa Overture and obediently try to conjure up images of our
 turangawaewae.  All we hear, however, is a symphony orchestra playing pleasant
music which could have been made in and refer to any country where twentieth
century music is composed.  The chain of signifiers between name, music and nature
falls apart after the first bar and we are left feeling vaguely cheated.  Some
semiological reinforcement is obviously required.87

This is a slightly unfortunate example to choose, as the Aotearoa Overture was given

this title by the conductor, Warwick Braithwaite.  However, more importantly, Beatson is

pointing to the significance of titles in leading audiences towards a particular type of

listening response, despite the varying degree to which this may work for each listener.

It may be suggested that often, by forging a connection between the music and the land,

the titles of works and their programme notes form part of a system of signification

whereby listeners are encouraged to ‘buy’ the idea that the music is related to a

particular New Zealand landscape.  We have seen this in the way Hoskins read the title

Drysdale Overture—called after the farm where Lilburn grew up—as signifying the

countryside where that farm was situated.  A more extreme suggestion would be that by

using titles in this way a composer is actively attempting to authenticate their music.  The

notion of ‘branding’ New Zealand music will be explored later in this chapter.

In an unpublished essay written in response to Beatson’s article, the New Zealand music

critic Alan Wells indicates the need to make a distinction between the ‘denotative’ and

the ‘connotative’, stressing that music has a more ‘connotative’ nature whereby

landscapes (and, I would add, the idea of landscapes) can be referred to through

‘emotional tone and association, [rather] than in precise specification.’88  The

denotation of landscape, on the other hand, would require the music to conjure in the

86 Ford Dots
87 P. Beatson, ‘From Landscape to Environment: Representations of nature in New Zealand classical
music’, Canzona, v.14 no.35, 1992, p.23.
88 A. Wells, Listening to the Landscape: Peter Beatson on Aotearoa New Zealand Music, unpublished
dissertation, Victoria University of Wellington, 1992.
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listener’s mind a specific view.  This would require music to act as a language in ways

which are widely considered to be untenable; as Rosen points out, music ‘does not rise

to the level of even the simplest forms of communication [...].  By music alone we are

not able to tell our friends we are leaving tomorrow or give them a recipe for soup.’89  A

more detailed discussion of the ways in which music may be claimed to represent

something will be presented in the following section, when considering the relative roles

of the conscious and the subconscious in listeners’ responses.

The subjective element in the success (or otherwise) of musical connotation is

immediately apparent; thus the use of titles and programme notes remains crucial to any

clear connection which the composer might wish to make.  As Rodgers-Smith notes:

Titles . . . are the always-already of art.  They both avoid and enable. . . . Through
acceptance or rejection, the implications of the title alter the possible conceptual
apparatus which form the initial basis for understanding, identifying the region of the
understanding of the work from which to proceed.  Therefore, when a composer
indicates in a title that the work is representing a particular place, however tightly or
loosely, the artist has already territorialised the region of the understanding of the
work.90

Lawrence Kramer warns against any attempt at separating a musical work from its title

or any attendant descriptions: ‘Whatever form it takes [...] it does not occupy an

“outside” in relation to a representational “inside”.’91    In other words, as the

Australian musicologist Naomi Cumming has explained, this conception insists that a

musical work’s title is part of that work, rather than ‘a kind of “tag” to be added to the

‘outside’ of the music.’92

In comparing Australian composer David Lumsdaine’s choice of his compositions’

‘sound stage’, made entirely of recorded birdsong, with Conyngham’s musical

responses to the cityscapes of Sydney, Ford’s Dots on the Landscape series swiftly

demonstrates how varied a composer’s definition of ‘landscape’ can be.  Conyngham

explains that he uses both city and countryside landscapes in his music, further

elaborating that for his recent piece Dawning he too used literal birdsong, a conscious

attempt to respond to his American commissioners who wished the work to be

noticeably ‘Australian-sounding’.93  Conyngham has also written music which is

‘about’ various large high-rise buildings ‘not particularly unique to Australia, but

perhaps the way we use them is unique’; the Sydney Opera House is set in stark

89 C. Rosen, The Romantic Generation. Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1995, p.132.
90 A. Rodgers-Smith, At the End of the Earth: Colliding Spatialities in Aspects of New Zealand Art
1974-1985. PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1999, p.398.
91 L. Kramer, Classical Music and Postmodern Knowledge. Berkeley, 1995, p.69.
92 Cumming Mangrove, p.195.
93 Ford Dots
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contrast to Ayers Rock, for example.94  It seems unlikely that the act of ‘hearing’ a

high-rise building in a musical work is any less problematic than ‘hearing’ a natural

formation such as Ayers rock in a work, as the problems of denotation and connotation

remain.

An earlier example of claims for the urban landscape in music appeared in the 1930s

when Paul Rosenfeld described Copland’s music as resembling, in their tonal edifices,

‘nothing so much as steel cranes, bridges, and the frames of skyscrapers before the

masons smear them with their stonework.’95  Copland later referred to Rosenfeld’s

comparisons, explaining:

The late Paul Rosenfeld once wrote that he saw the steel frames of skyscrapers in my
Piano Variations.  I like to think that the characterization was apt, but I must confess
that the notion of skyscrapers was not at all in my mind when I was composing the
Variations.96

So some composers are curious to discover what colleagues and critics hear in their

music, finding that although some aspects of the creative act are conscious, other aspects

are potentially there—there in a way that other musicians think they hear them—yet not

consciously controlled.  The Australia-based American composer Warren Burt

(1949—), in whose oeuvre electroacoustic music plays a significant part, responded to a

colleague’s suggestion that his music was ‘very oceanic’ thus:

I realised what was happening, in the electronic pieces specifically . . . if you
combine a whole bunch of those sine waves together, as I was doing in a semi-
random way, you’re going to get rhythms that are just like the rhythms of the ocean,
because those pressure waves moving across the surface of the ocean are indeed many
hundreds of these so-called sine waves, only now they’re pressure in water instead of
pressure in air, adding up to make the pattern of the sea.97

Burt proceeded further into the ‘oceanic’ sound world with his work Natural Rhythm

(1983) which  involved live environmental interaction, using underwater microphones to

trigger electronic sounds:

what was mainly heard under the pier that day were the sounds of shrimp clicking,
and they triggered off all these little electronic very delicate things, so it was shrimp-
and-electronic-Webern that was the final-sounding outcome of that piece.  I thought
I’d be getting a lot of, say, motorboat sounds, or splashing from people swimming,
but in fact the shrimp were the loudest that day.98

94 ibid.
95 P. Rosenfeld, reprinted in Musical Impressions: Selections from Paul Rosenfeld’s Criticism, ed.
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So there are many ways in which music may be believed to connote, depict, denote or

respond to landscapes, and in some cases—including those where recordings are

made—the landscape may actually sound rather different from the composer’s

expectations.  Lilburn, as we saw earlier in this chapter, certainly believed that the land

and the environment could and would contribute to the national musical style he felt was

missing.  He also believed that there was a process whereby New Zealand composers

were being subconsciously formed and creatively affected by the land and the

environment, as evident in his claim that ‘this environment of ours is shaping us into

characteristic rhythms of living.’99

Before proceeding to a detailed analysis of selected New Zealand works, there are

further issues to explore in concepts of musical space, the activities of composers

‘branding’ New Zealand music and—most immediately—a consideration of the extent

to which environmental influences, particularly landscape influences, might occur

subconsciously, rather than consciously.

2.3 Conscious vs. Subconscious

A committed nation-building composer may well be concerned with a belief in the

importance of being true to the land, but many composers will also agree that music

must be true to itself—this can, in some cases, present a dilemma.  If a composer

believes that he or she cannot help but be affected by the environment, then there is less

of a problem; Grainger was sure in 1935 that New Zealand music would naturally be

affected by the landscape, and Vaughan Williams in 1932 had expressed a belief that

there was a natural tendency for composers to be influenced by their own folk-songs

and to develop a locally relevant voice.  However, at least for a time, Lilburn advocated

that more conscious attention be given to the landscape, as a necessary ingredient in the

correct shaping of a musical heritage.  Some composers are prepared to create their

music while being mindful of the land, whereas others are not, so part of the question is

that of subconscious influence.

When considering how landscape may influence the music, one must consider the roles

of the conscious and the subconscious in both the apprehension of that music (the

audience reception) and the composing of the music.  Once listeners  have been told that

the music is ‘about’ a particular landscape, or story, or in fact any other extramusical

idea, how does that affect their reception of the work?  The idea is planted in our minds

and the music is perceived in a way which is at least partly modified by that idea; as

99 Lilburn Tradition, p.24.



82

listeners, we are very suggestible.  Furthermore, once the idea is there, it is difficult to

dislodge it, a hypothesis which I have tested with a number of classes of music students:

prior to playing a CD of music, I suggest that there is some sort of connection with a

landscape or scene, then halfway through the playing I request that the students abandon

the landscape idea and listen to the music in a different, non-landscape way.  Most

students report a difficulty in abandoning the landscape idea once they have embraced it.

Composers, too, may be influenced on a number of levels.  If there is some suggestion

from outside (either from a funding body or a composition teacher or anyone else with

influence) that the music would be better if it were to reflect the landscape in some way,

then what are the composer’s responses to the suggestion, either consciously or

subconsciously?

Very little exploratory work has been done on the subconscious nature of landscape

influence on New Zealand composers, yet as we have seen, references to such influences

abound.  More explicit commentary on the role of the subconscious in landscape-

influenced compositions has been published in Australia, but again most journalism

focuses on what composers think or believe they are doing.  Speaking on Ford’s radio

programme, the Australia-based English composer Chris Dench (1953—) explains of

his music:

Music . . . has always (either directly, or indirectly) called upon . . . natural
phenomena that we can use, but I think that  the mistake that a lot of people make is
to assume that these patterns should somehow be mimicked, emulated, whereas in
fact what I’m interested in is understanding what underpins those models and
somehow using that to generate sonic phenomena which can therefore be related to
natural phenomena at a much deeper level. . . . My piece Driftglass . . . could be seen
as being a journey from the wet coastline to the dry interior of country, and that’s
represented in the percussion colouring, which goes from fairly washy vibraphone and
ceramic bowl sounds through to wooden instruments.  But that was not actually
something that I contemplated at the time I was writing it, it was just something that
dawned on me when listening to it much later.100

So as far as Dench is concerned, nature should not be consciously emulated in a

superficial way, however a subconscious or deeper-level sonic modelling of nature is not

to be regretted; rather, it is to be embraced.

The Australian composer Ross Edwards (1943—) also believes his subconscious

compositional processes have been influenced by the landscape; living for some time on

the coast adjoining a National Park, he found ‘all the sounds and patterns of nature

seeped into my subconscious’.  Edwards cites as examples of this his clarinet and piano

work The Tower of Remoteness (1978), deciding that the work is ‘perhaps the best of

100 Ford Dots
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those very contemplative pieces . . . full of relationships that I had somehow brought

back from the National Park’, and says of his piano concerto (1982):

suddenly all that exploded and here I was living in this wonderful place . . .
everywhere there were birds shrieking and parrots shrieking and sounds of the sea, and
the wind, everything, the colours, this was expressed in this piece . . . it generated a
lot of other pieces which express my ecstatic reaction in the face of nature.101

In 1989, Gillian Whitehead (1941—) talked about the ways in which she believes

natural sounds become ingrained in one’s music:

wherever you spent your first twenty or so years of your life, that’s the time when
you notice things and when you learn how to respond to things. . . . [I]f you hear . .
. the natural sounds of New Zealand, . . . there’s no way that you can negate that
basic way of hearing things whether it’s to do with timing of events, or the way you
hear the vertical placing of pitches, or whatever: that’s the world you’re drawing on,
and therefore I think that makes you a New Zealand composer.102

Four years later, when asked if she drew on English or Australian landscapes for

inspiration while living in those countries, Whitehead replied:

I’d lived in England for perhaps 12 years before I felt comfortable with the idea of
drawing on English literature or soundscapes—and that after I’d lived in the real
landscapes of Northern England and Orkney.  It was the same in Australia.  In the
opera Bride of Fortune I’ve drawn on urban soundscapes, but so far I’ve never had a
chance to live in the real country, so I feel I can’t draw on unique Australian
experience.103

So for Whitehead the ‘real’ landscapes are the relatively unspoiled, uninhabited

landscapes of the countryside.

The division of landscape into uninhabited as opposed to urban environments has

parallels in the divisions made by Denis Smalley (1946—), a British-based New

Zealand composer who concentrates on electroacoustic composition. Smalley separates

his natural sound sources into two groups: those which involve human agency and those

which do not.  As John Young (1962—), another New Zealand composer of

electroacoustic music now resident in England, has explained:

these distinctions indicate a very powerful potential of the electroacoustic medium as
a means for the composer to attempt either a ‘naturalization of culture’ or the
‘acculturation of nature’.  Both perspectives indicate that electroacoustic music can
provide avenues by which both composers and listeners might seek to explore or
recognize aspects of their own cultural context and its relationship to the outside
world.104
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102 E. Kerr, ‘Gillian Whitehead talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Spring 1989, p.19.
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The natural elements (of both types) in Smalley’s work are embedded in the music to

such an extent that at times they may become briefly recognizable but never remain so;

these are a powerful play on source recognition and sonic deception.

The degree to which sonic deception is possible hinges in part on the way we hear music

as opposed to the sounds which occur around us.  The field of research in musical

cognition is relatively new; the journal Music Perception was founded as recently as

1983.  In his book Auditory Scene Analysis, the psychologist Albert Bregman suggests

that perceptual organization works differently when listening to music as opposed to

hearing sounds in natural environments.105  Everyday existence requires a type of

perception which segregates the streams of sound heard as specific sound sources, in

order to comprehend (and potentially avoid, or take advantage of) what is around.  The

blended sounds are not perceived as a constituted whole; rather, they are evidence of a

multiplicity of activity which is all around us in the real world, and which is best

comprehended as a number of distinct events.  On the other hand, Bregman suggests

that when one listens to music one is not listening for pieces of information which

indicate safety or comfort levels, so the mind is free to hear the combination of sounds

as a blended whole, a whole in which the combination of sounds is more important than

the individual constituent elements:

Musical perceivers must perceive those organizations that are part of the architecture
of the music itself rather than perceiving the individual pieces of hardware that are
employed to produce the sound.  They must hear fictional sources of sounds that have
qualities that emerge from the set of sounds being grouped.106

Acknowledging that musical stimuli have a ‘highly complex acoustical and temporal

nature’, the French auditory psychologist Emmanuel Bigand has described how music

listeners attempt ‘to perceive relations between sound events separated in time’ while

also reminding us of the symbolic power of musical sound.107

The relationship between art and nature, the artificial and the natural, has been explored

by philosophers for many centuries.  The music philosopher Lydia Goehr has traced the

last few centuries’ philosophical views of music, showing that until the late 18th century

music relied on extramusical meanings to justify its existence in a rational society.  At

that point a new romantic aesthetic arose whereby the fine arts were reconceived as no

longer directly serving moral or religious goals, but rather as revealing a higher, eternal

105 A.S. Bregman, Auditory Scene Analysis: The Perceptual Organization of Sound. 2nd ed.,
Cambridge (Massachusetts), 1994.
106 ibid., p.674.
107 E. Bigand, ‘Contributions of music to research on human auditory cognition’, trans. D.
Dusinberre, Thinking in sound: the cognitive psychology of human audition, ed. S. McAdams and E.
Bigand. Oxford, 1993, pp.231-232.
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truth.  Instrumental music became elevated as music became emancipated from its prior

reliance on the word, but the ‘extramusical’ remained necessary to music’s meaning.

However Hegel and the formalists proceeded further, claiming for music its own internal

coherence: what Hegel called an ‘abstract interiority of pure sound.’108 The elevation of

the fine arts to this new ‘universal’ status forged a view of the arts as being separable

from the everyday, mundane world; however this separation made more complex the

relationship between art and nature, and led to a belief that art should have an aura of

naturalness, should appear natural rather than artificial, and indeed that the less the hand

of the artist is apparent then the greater the work of art.  Consequently, through the 19th

and 20th centuries this forced tensions between the view of the artist and the view of the

art work; the elevation of the art work above the mundane places an unprecedented

responsibility on the shoulders of the artist.

If we believe that representation necessarily involves a direct correlation between objects

and our impressions of them, then in order for music to represent something it will have

to create, effectively, the same impressions in the mind of the listener.  On the other

hand, if we take the view that art may represent reality not by creating impressions as

such, but rather by following covert conventions recognized at the level of the

subconscious, then there could be a codification of signs which potentially, collectively,

amount to a representation of—or association with—reality.

The denotation of a landscape by music would necessarily require that listening to the

music should specifically create an image, impression, or sense of that particular

landscape in the listener’s mind.  This is clearly a naïve suggestion, and could only in

fact happen if the listener were, effectively, trained to respond to a specific sound with a

specific image.  If, as Bregman has suggested, we listen in a different way to a piece of

music—different from our listening habits in nature—then there must be important

limitations on the extent to which music may be truly representative of nature.  We listen

to music knowing we are listening to music, and not really transported into the natural

world.  The images which may be conjured by the music are precisely that: conjured

images.  A rising fifth played by an oboe, for example, could quite conceivably connote

a panoramic vista—probably a vague, blurry one—but it is unlikely to convince any

listener that they are out of doors taking in the view, or indeed that they are watching a

video of an outdoors view.

108 L. Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works. Oxford, 1992.
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The connotation of a landscape by music is a much looser thing, partly because it does

not require that the listener be put in mind of a particular landscape.  Its effectiveness

still relies in part on a set of acquired responses, on some familiarity with the

conventions of codification, and is thus necessarily influenced by the biography of the

listener.  There have even, at times, been attempts at institutionalising this acculturation

through education systems, such as in what Virgil Thomson called ‘The Appreciation

Racket’ which was implemented in the American school system in the early 20th

century: ‘The “Appreciation-racket” does not simply involve the idea that musical

listeners should formulate representations of what they hear; it assumes that they should

do so consciously.’109

As listeners, when the sounds we hear are suggested as somehow representing

mountains, lakes or islands, we are in a double bind: we are listening to a piece of music

which is ‘about’ something visible, indeed physical, and yet the sounds we are hearing

are nothing like the sounds which really occur there.  Mitre Peak doesn’t really sound

like Lilburn’s Second Symphony, it doesn’t sound like anything so specific; the sounds

most frequently heard in Milford Sound and the vicinity of Mitre Peak are those of

sandflies and tourist boats.110  Despite all this, the fact remains that so often most

people think in visual terms, so it is not surprising that pieces of music conjure visions

as we listen to the music unfold, but the real sounds may be quite different from what we

imagine.  As noted in the previous section, Burt was surprised to discover that the

natural sounds which predominated in the 1983 performance of Natural Rhythm were

shrimp clicks, not the sounds of human activity which he had expected would

predominate.

The issue of representation in music is connected with an ongoing international debate

over the so-called ‘intentional fallacy’ and its corresponding ‘affective fallacy’, terms

invented by Wimsatt and Beardsley to discuss whether the intention of the artist or

composer is relevant to the viewer or listener.111  As C. Janaway explains, ‘the idea [of

intentional fallacy] was favoured by the post-war ‘new criticism’, but succumbs to two

main objections: historical features of a work’s production commonly do affect

interpretation, and intentions may be manifest in the work, rather than wholly external to

it.’112

109 N. Cook, Music, Imagination and Culture. Oxford, 1990, p.164.  Virgil Thomson’s invention of
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Economic Determinism of Musical Style’, from the 1939 publication The State of Music.
110 The sleeve for the original vinyl recording of Lilburn’s 2nd Symphony featured a watercolour
painting of Milford Sound by John Buchanan, dating from 1863.
111 A. Bullock & S. Trombley (eds.), The New Fontana Dictionary of Modern Thought. London,
1977, pp.12, 435.
112 C. Janaway, ‘intentional fallacy’, in The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, ed. E.Honderich,
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The New Zealand philosopher of art Stephen Davies has written of the various

conditions necessary for music to be representational.113  His premises are based on a

concept of ‘understanding’ a work, representational or otherwise.  I would suggest that

it is more appropriate to talk of appreciating, apprehending, or simply listening to a piece

of music.  Davies also suggests that there are times when one can prescribe how a work

of art should be apprehended, as may be seen in his statement: ‘Mondrian’s work and

Turner’s later paintings are likely to be seen (wrongly) as abstract by someone unaware

of their titles, but they can and should be seen as depictive.’114  This sort of imperative

is interesting, yet the appreciation of art cannot be anything but an individual response;

the appreciation can be affected in part by presenting the observer or listener with a

choice of certain pre-determined expectations, but the appreciation still has to occur on

the level of the individual.  The tenets of the ‘intentional fallacy’ and ‘affective fallacy’

support the idea that the intentions of an artist or composer may be  part of the

interpretative process, but that cannot be extended to an imperative regarding

interpretation.

In discussing the ways of apprehending and appreciating a musical performance the

music philosopher Nicholas Cook differentiates between what he calls ‘musical

listening’ and ‘musicological listening’, the former being concerned with direct aesthetic

gratification, and the latter with an evaluative judgement of the musical work being heard,

be that in a localized way or on a more general (formal) level of musical perception.115

Davies has implied that the purpose of Cook’s distinction is to say that naïve listeners

enjoy listening to music but don’t ‘understand’ what they are hearing, whereas

informed musicians are less likely to enjoy it because of their deeper

‘understanding’.116  On the contrary, the distinction has been made to point out two

different natures of musical apprehension; one rather more active and evaluative than the

other.

Cook discusses the effects of taking an interpretative stance when listening to a piece of

music—presumably this is particularly true when hearing a work for the first time—

claiming that the ‘ordinary’ (musical-listening) listener will have their appreciation of

the music more significantly affected by the taking of an interpretative stance (perhaps

by taking note of a work’s title, or by having some background appreciation of the

work’s genesis) whereas the ‘connoisseur’ (musicological-listening) listener will find

Oxford, 1995, p.412, referring to W. Wimsatt & M. Beardsley, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’ in D. Newton
de Molina (ed.), On Literary Intention. Edinburgh, 1976.
113 S. Davies, Musical Meaning and Expression. Ithaca, 1994, p.417.
114 ibid., pp.99-100.
115 N. Cook, Music, Imagination and Culture. Oxford, 1990, p.265.
116 S. Davies, Musical Meaning and Expression. Ithaca, 1994, p.333.
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their aesthetic experience of the work less modified by the extra-musical information.

This distinction would appear to have some validity, although it would seem perfectly

normal, and typically human, to slip between the two modes of experience; one can jump

quickly between levels (or types) of appreciation, thereby forming a multiple impression

of the work even at first hearing.

The difference between hearing a work of which one has no preconceptions and hearing

a work of which one already has certain expectations does make it more difficult to

really unveil the New Zealandness qualities in a work, insofar as they (may) exist.  If the

countryside, or the nature of the people, or the spaciousness, or the bright sharpness of

the colours, has had an effect on the music, then we might wish for (but rarely, if ever,

get) a pure chance to experience the effect: how often does one hear a work without

already having prior knowledge of it, however potentially misleading?

There is a higher degree of literal sound-recognition when one is listening to

electroacoustic music, where one is aware that taping and electronic manipulation are the

order of the day, rather than music being performed by humans on traditional

instruments.  On one hand, there is a greater chance one might recognize a sound from

everyday life, but on the other hand one is probably not sitting waiting to hear the

familiar sound of musical instruments.  Expectation plays a large part in the reception of

music; this is unavoidable.  In discussing the process of listening to electroacoustic

music, Young has stated that:

There is no such thing as totally ‘abstract’ sound.  Because sound arises from the
interaction of an initiating energy and a responding medium as audible vibration, we
become conditioned to relate sounds as we perceive them to particular kinds of
physicality.  Our physical world conditions us to make psychological deductions
about the likely causes of sound production, even if this does not result in the
recognition of familiar objects as signs.117

Added to this, I would note that it is not just our physical world but also our virtual

world(s) which contribute to a set of subconscious associations between sound as a

physical phenomenon, and the constructions we place on it, related either to sound

source, or the connotations of a particular timbre or frequency which could just as easily

include an image or an emotional state.  A primitive form of this sort of association often

develops in young children who watch cartoons on the television; certain sounds,

musical and not-so-musical, are used as clichés to enhance such concepts as failure,

embarrassment, pain, romantic attraction, and so on.

117 J. Young, ‘Sign Language: source recognition of environmental sounds in electroacoustic music’,
Canzona, v.14 no.34, 1991, p.26.
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Goehr has observed ‘the relation in which nature stands to artifice’, and her statements

insure us against a prolonged fixation on titles and programme notes, bringing us nearer

to the music itself:

Only when artifice is recognized as failing to be natural does it serve its proper
function.  Recognized as such, it reveals what it would otherwise conceal. . . . When
artifice is seen through, the natural is not given to us as such; it is constructed at
another level of appearance.118

The discussion in this section has addressed the question of listeners hearing some

influence of landscape in music.  What has not yet been addressed is the question of

landscape affecting composers: whether the effects may be subconscious, or whether

they must in fact be allowed in ‘knowingly’.

The act—or experience—of listening and the act of composing are, like reading and

writing, interdependent activities.  Thus if one accepts that the listening experience may

acknowledge, or be affected by, landscape in some way then it is also plausible to

suggest that composing might be affected in this way.  We hear sounds throughout our

life, and some of those sounds may capture our imagination or become embedded in our

‘mind’s ear’ in ways that we may or may not be aware of.  The subconscious

association of sonic experiences with particularly impressionable times of our lives, such

as during our youth, or in moments of sharply emotional experiences, may very well

influence our sonic preferences.

It would be impossible to undertake an experiment in which composers could be shown

to have their composing decisions affected by subconscious influences or a lack of

them.  We cannot retrospectively create a Gillian Whitehead clone and deny her the

experiences of growing up in New Zealand soundscapes, nor a Harrison Birtwistle clone

who might be surrounded by the sound of surf and cicadas each summer; biographies

are irreversible and unerasable.

We are left to rely heavily on composers’ claims for the influences on their creative acts,

and yet the complexity of the composing act is such that a composer is unlikely to be

more than slightly aware of any subconscious influences themselves.  Furthermore, if

there is widespread expectation that certain influences may be important, landscape or

other, then there may also be a heightened sensitivity to the possibility.  At best, a self-

aware composer with an analytical bent might have a few clues as to how their

subconscious played a part in their musical decisions, and might choose to share them

before time’s passing inevitably colours their memory of the experience of composing

118 L. Goehr, The Quest for Voice: On Music, Politics, and the Limits of Philosophy: the 1997
Ernest Bloch lectures. London, 1998, p.73.
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any particular work.  There is a limit to the revelations one may gain from direct

questioning of a composer about such subconscious—and largely hidden—processes.

The potential for conscious, ‘knowing’, landscape influences on composition is a very

different matter, however, and will be explored in the following section.

2.4 New Zealand Composers Branding their Music

Whether it is due to some perceived pressure to make their music ‘of’ New Zealand, or

to aid the composer’s feeling that their new work is somehow relevant, present, ‘here’,

the conscious locating of Aotearoa New Zealand’s music has occurred in many ways.

Aside from overt use of titles and programme notes to influence modes of listening,

other techniques and approaches which have at times been employed to these ends

include the use of Maori material, inclusion of birdsong, appeals to synaesthesia, the

creation of works which are ‘about’ historical or political events, and compositional

techniques which utilise ‘natural’ patternings such as the Fibonacci series or pseudo-

random effects.

Beatson noted as common methods of authenticating New Zealand music such

techniques as the inclusion of Maori and Cook Island melodic and rhythmic material.119

The incorporation of Maori images into New Zealand music has been occurring

regularly since European settlers first arrived, with composers such as Hill writing his

cantata Hinemoa (premiered in Wellington in 1896) and leading the way for many

songs of Maoriland.  These were typically published as sheet music with cover artwork

featuring nikau palms and Maori maidens.  There are Australian parallels in Alfred

Hill’s orchestral fantasies on the theme of Australian Aborigines, and later, in John

Antill’s (1904-1986) ballet Corroboree (1944) which, at the time, met with popular

acclaim.  Exoticism of this sort is generally considered these days to be in poor taste,

politically incorrect, and the negotiation of suitable forms for contemporary artistic

amalgamation can often be fraught and confusing.

Dialogue will necessarily continue between Pakeha and Maori about shared cultural

issues.  At the moment, there is much confusion amongst the Pakeha composing

community over Maori sensitivities surrounding waiata, leading to markedly varying

reactions.  Both McLeod and Helen Fisher (1942—) have dealt with these issues by

developing personal links with specific Maori communities, thus establishing the means

for exchanging ideas and creating new forms of creative collaboration, and leading to

compositions which incorporate Maori waiata with attention to cultural sensitivities.

119 P. Beatson, ‘From Landscape to Environment: Representations of nature in New Zealand classical
music’, Canzona, v.14 no.35, 1992, p.27.
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However, Christopher Blake’s Bitter Calm (1990-91) left the Maori chorus with very

little actual dialogue or song, as Blake apparently felt unauthorized (being Pakeha) to

create music for the other side of the bicultural plot:

The original conception was that the voice of Maori was heard through the confused
voice of Matiu.  There has been criticism of this aspect, but I was really
uncomfortable about creating a vocal presence of indigenous Maori, about making
that presumption.  Stuart Hoar and I were writing an opera from a Pakeha point of
view to the extent that we could understand Matiu as Stuart had created that character.
We could understand this Pakeha dilemma as a Maori (Stuart had input into that from
Maori colleagues and friends), but we stopped short of actually trying to generate that
dimension.120

Harris’s situation was rather different when mounting his opera Waituhi, a hugely

successful event ‘hailed by many as part of a cultural renaissance for the Maori people

of New Zealand, and for which he and librettist Witi Ihimaera were awarded the

Queen’s Service Medals for public services in 1986.’121  Harris believes that it is the

Pakeha who are ‘unable to articulate, to have a lyric outpouring’; consequently in his

opera Tanz der Schwäne it is the Austrian nurse (as opposed to the Pakeha protagonist)

who is given the most lyrical singing part.

New Zealand composer Gareth Farr’s musical materials include armies of percussion

instruments beating out Polynesian drumming rhythms, sections of gong-enhanced

gamelan-like music with mostly pentatonic melodies, and soaring string melodies in the

style of Hollywood film music, often brought together under a Maori title.  For New

Zealand through the 1990s Farr provided something which was immediately

recognizable and marketable.  For the anti-elitist New Zealander, the proof that Farr is

not to be seen as a University figure (despite his University degrees) but rather a

character with much more ‘street cred’ is provided in his cross-dressing alter-ego

‘Lilith’, and enhanced by his inclusion of musical elements from popular culture.

Furthermore, a ‘politically correct’ desire amongst New Zealand’s proportionately large

liberal-minded population who would not wish have their open-mindedness challenged

(either with respect to cross-dressers or symphonic composers) enhances his appeal

further.  Farr has become the first New Zealand ‘star’ composer of notated music,

sometimes with more commissions than he can comfortably meet.

The use of birdsong, Beatson claims, is important not because it is used exclusively by

New Zealand composers but because the native birdsong of New Zealand has specific

differences from the birds of other countries.  However, aside from electroacoustic

music, where actual recordings of birdsong may be incorporated, the use of birdsong in

120 C. Blake, as quoted by J. Young in ‘Christopher Blake: Towards a Sense of Place’, MiNZ,
Autumn 1996, p.12.
121 M. Avery, ‘A Composer in the Community’, MiNZ, Summer 1993-94, p.21.
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much New Zealand instrumental music—and vocal music, in the case of Eve de Castro-

Robinson’s (1956—) Chaos of Delight series—is often non-specific, and does not

seem to be capitalising on the unique characteristics of New Zealand birds.  Similarly, as

we shall see in Chapter 6, Peter Sculthorpe’s bird sounds are non-specific despite some

suggestions that it is the specificity of the birdsong which can make the music ‘of’

Australia.

As the 20th century progressed, record producers and marketers increased their role in

the dissemination and ‘consumption’ of music.  Adding to titles and programme notes,

the idea of nature in music became regularly employed as a strategic claim, and the

artwork which ‘packages’ musical works was no longer restricted to the covers of sheet

music, but was extended to record sleeves and CD covers.  Approximately 50% of the

New Zealand CDs currently being produced (outside popular genres) display natural

images of some sort or another on their covers.  A significant proportion of Australian,

American and Canadian CD covers also use natural images, be they famous landscape

scenes or close-range photographs of fern fronds or icicles.  The expectations of foreign

commissioning bodies must not be overlooked when exploring the ‘landscape

tendency’, as we saw in the case of Australian composer Conyngham’s American

commission (p.79).  Both Australia and New Zealand are frequently hailed as natural

wonderlands, alluringly tropical paradises, lands of opportunity, and as we have seen in

Grainger’s 1935 radio speech, there has long been an overseas expectation that this

should somehow filter into the music.

Awareness that visual stimuli are not the same as aural stimuli does not negate what can

be, for some, a strong link between the two.  The New Zealand poet Cilla McQueen

described experiences as something akin to synaesthesia when in the landscapes of

Otago and Southland:  ‘It’s like a connection between hearing and seeing.  When I walk

in that landscape I can hear the visual aspects of the land as colours and music.’122

Likewise, in 1990, the New Zealand composer Dorothy Buchanan (1945—) explained:

Line is more important than texture to me.  I like the clarity of a line.  In that way I
think the landscape of this country has influenced me greatly.  Think of an incredibly
clear hill line just as dusk is falling.  If only I could capture that in sound!123

and in 1995 the New Zealand pianist Margaret Nielsen, writing about Lilburn’s piano

music, enthused:

122 G. Wong, ‘Songs of the landscape’, NZH, 7 July 2001, p.E7.
123 W. Dart, ‘Dorothy Buchanan talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Winter 1990, p.69.
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it is by no means unusual to encounter some amazing little creatures of nature
scurrying across the pages, perhaps vocalising their greetings to an attentive
landscape, or calling like wild gulls across the shifting tides, dancing their ballets on
deserted beaches.124

None of those commentators quoted above show any concern for the philosophical

issues raised in Chapter 2.3, but simply state the perceived connection between music

and nature as if it is irrefutable fact.  This certitude is frequently encountered in much

New Zealand musical criticism.  Surveying the articles and reviews in the full set of

Music in New Zealand issues, one finds little of Beatson’s scepticism about loose links

between landscape and music, and a strong belief that listeners can hear the New

Zealand landscape imbuing the musical works with some sort of peculiarly New Zealand

sonic content, whether or not this is due composers’ intentions.  This is, yet again,

evidence of the widespread cherished belief in landscape influence on New Zealand

music.

A confident promoter of these views is the New Zealand composer and critic Gillian

Bibby (1945—), who reviewed the première of Finnish composer Aulis Sallinen’s Sixth

Symphony From a New Zealand Diary (1990).  The result of a six-month composer

exchange between New Zealand and Finland, Sallinen (1935—) and William Southgate

(1941—), this work was performed by the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra in

September 1990, and evoked such responses from Bibby as:

The new work seems written to please and compliment his host country.  Its content
constantly revolved around references to what our composers might  have and have
written in describing our country.  He appears to have studied in detail the
compositional manners of Lilburn, of Pruden, and above all of Southgate. . . .
Sallinen’s new symphony . . . is concerned with the impression of a European on
first meeting the unsullied New Zealand.  The work compliments us with the
colourfulness of a Pruden, the descriptiveness and discursiveness of a Southgate, the
birds, the wind and the sea of a Lilburn...125

That such an appreciation of the work should have been encouraged by florid

programme notes is probably not surprising.  What is surprising, however, is the

absolute certainty with which Bibby hears the birds, wind and sea, and accompanies the

observations with an instruction to the NZSO that ‘this is an excellent way of giving

new music a good name.’  Reviews such as this can perpetuate a widespread belief in

the special New Zealand-ness of music, although this particular review could also serve

to alarm any New Zealand composers complacent in their landscape-inspired ways; for

124 M. Nielsen, ‘The Piano Music of Douglas Lilburn: Reflections on my On-going Appreciation of a
Unique Treasury of Music’, MiNZ, Summer 1995-96, p.24.
125 G. Bibby, Review of NZSO, 8 September 1990, MiNZ, Summer 1990-91, pp.73-74.
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if in six months a Finn can enter the country and produce something which, to all intents

and purposes, sounds like New Zealand music, then this surely represents a threat to the

national heritage?

This was not the first printed New Zealand reference to a composer’s mimicking of

another country’s style; in Lilburn’s 1969 Open Lecture he quoted McLeod as having

said of her European success with For Seven: ‘That’s not the music I want to write, but

I just had to show them that I could do it too.’126  Lilburn suggested that ‘it’s easy

enough to understand why her avant-garde score should gain an immediate hearing in

Europe.  I’m simply puzzled that my own setting of Alistair Campbell’s poem The

Return, full of Polynesian mythology and sea imagery, should gain first overseas

recognition from inland Vienna and Toronto.’127  This effectively propounds a theory of

geographical determinism that can be overridden or ‘tricked’ by someone as musically

astute as McLeod, perhaps in much the same way as Sallinen was able to do.  Thus we

see reiterated yet again the belief that New Zealand music is qualitatively different from

the music of elsewhere, without explanation of the nature of any differences or, indeed,

similarities.

Overseas interest in New Zealand music persists, and the landscape connotations

continue to be fed into the image.  However the ‘landscape branding’ does not

necessarily affect contemporary critics in the way one might imagine.  When the NZSO

released a CD of Lilburn’s three Symphonies in 2002, shortly after the composer’s

death, the recording received huge acclaim and sales figures soared, however one on-line

reviewer complained about the programme notes on the grounds that they

spend too much time talking about the music’s theoretical portrayal of the New
Zealand landscape, making some rather childish associations of specific themes with
geographical landmarks—mountain peaks, coastlines, and so forth.  Better to ignore
them and just listen.  The music speaks for itself.128

Another (British) on-line reviewer was rather more convinced by the recognizable

differences between Lilburn’s music and the central European tradition, although

cautioning against an excess of landscape connotations: ‘Lilburn’s music absolutely

lives and breathes the environment (not just the landscape, and certainly not as

restrictively and programmatically as the otherwise excellent booklet notes might have us

believe) of the latitude (and longitude?) in which it was evolved.’129

126 J. McLeod, as quoted in Lilburn Language, p.13.
127 Lilburn Language, p.13.
128 D. Hurwit, Classics Today, www.classicstoday.com/review.asp?ReviewNum=5090,
accessed 26 May 2002.
129 N. Horner, Classical CD Reviews,
www.musicweb.uk.net/classrev/2002.July02.Lilburn_symphonies.htm, accessed 12 June 2002.
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Beatson has suggested a distinction between what he calls the ‘landscape’ art and music

of largely the 1940s through the 60s, and the so-called ‘environmental’ art and music

which has been prevalent here since the early 70s.  ‘Landscape’ composers, primarily

Lilburn, are aligned with poets such as Brasch, Glover and Curnow, and with painters

such as Angus, Woollaston and McCahon.  In differentiating ‘environmental music’

from ‘landscape music’, Beatson fixes on a difference in a composer’s attitude toward

the natural environment, rather than inherent musical differences, suggesting as

examples such composers as McLeod, Ivan Zagni (1942—) and, offshore, Annea

Lockwood (1939—).  Beatson points to a certain narrowness of outlook on the part of

the so-called ‘landscape’ composers, which he contrasts with the wider vision of the

‘environmental’ composers who, he says, have some concern for the environment and

are more likely to incorporate ‘images and themes from other cultures who have the

same concerns’.130

Perhaps it would be more appropriate if one were to re-label Beatson’s ‘landscape’ as

‘pastoral’, thus allowing the ‘environmental’ group of composers some claim to the

landscape.  This would also acknowledge the limited type(s) of landscape with which the

first group of composers is concerned.  It is worth noting that city environments are

rarely part of the landscape evoked by New Zealand composers, although—as we have

seen in Chapter 2.2—certain Australian composers such as Conyngham have included

cityscapes among their musical evocations.

Chapter 1 addressed the importance of landscape in New Zealand art, as well as the

broad theme of nationalism in art, much of which in this country remains inextricably

linked to notions of the land.  Nationalism is connected to the history and politics of a

nation, and current events and political upheavals may provoke the politically-aware

composer into creative activity.  Chris Cree Brown’s Black and White for orchestra and

tape (1987) was initially sparked by his strong feelings about the 1981 Springbok Tour

of New Zealand, and the deep rifts in New Zealand society which became apparent at

that time.  Other examples of New Zealand’s many politically-inspired works include

From Scratch’s Pacific 3, 2, 1, Zero (1982-3) and Fax to Paris (1990), McLeod’s

Dirge for Doomsday (1984) and Rimmer’s For the Kokako (1987), all of which—it

may be noted—are concerned with threats to the environment.

There is a sense of exclusive ‘ownership’ in New Zealand society at large with respect

to the country’s relatively few internationally significant political moments: the sinking

of the Rainbow Warrior (tied to New Zealand’s individual stance against the nuclear

130 P. Beatson, ‘From Landscape to Environment: Representations of nature in New Zealand classical
music’, Canzona, v.14 no.35, 1992, p.33.
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powers) and the Springbok Tour (tied to New Zealand’s deep feelings about

egalitarianism) are close to the heart of New Zealand’s identity.  Being a New Zealander,

when I discovered that an Australian composer, Colin Bright, had in 1994 written a one-

act opera about the sinking of the Rainbow Warrior, my quietly indignant reaction

taught me that I was not entirely detached from this collective sense of cultural property.

A preoccupation with the New Zealand music tradition is perpetuated in the school

music environment:  the Roland Song Contest which occurred annually through the 90s

invited ‘school pupils of all ages to compose an original song about some aspect of

New Zealand’, a task which often produced entries with lines such as ‘Aotearoa, the

place we call our own’ or ‘New Zealand has the kiwi and we’re proud of it’.  Likewise,

the Sibelius Young Composers’ Competition from the same period ‘invited New

Zealand secondary school students to compose an original piece about some aspect of

New Zealand’, often with similar results.  Nor has this preoccupation been restricted to

the school environment: in 2002 the Auckland Philharmonia advertised an orchestral

composition competition inviting composers to write Kiwi Snapshots which are inspired

by some aspect of life in New Zealand, citing—amongst other things—‘life style’, ‘land

and sea’ and ‘ethnicity’s’[sic].

A thorough history of New Zealand funding bodies such as Creative New Zealand has

yet to be written.  An important task for such a historical study would be to examine the

frequency with which they have exhorted composers and artists to take a particular

position with regard to New Zealand’s cultural heritage.  Pending such a study, it is

interesting to note—by way of example—that recent Creative New Zealand funding

application booklets recommend certain priorities including those that ‘encourage the

creation of work reflecting our unique cultural identity’ and which ‘present work that

interprets and reflects New Zealanders’ experiences and cultural identity’.131

Over time, an outgrowth of Lilburn’s landscape preoccupations have extended to the

realm of popular and commercial music, a development which he was unlikely to have

foreseen.  After an international career which began with Split Enz and continued

through the lifetime of Crowded House, Neil Finn (1958—) released his first solo

album Try Whistling This in 1998.  In interview with Russell Baillie, Finn discussed

what the important New Zealand qualities in his music might be:

Whatever is deep and fat and groovy about it in a way probably owes more to New
York but the atmosphere, the way the chords are put together and way the songs
resonate is probably New Zealand.132

131 Creative New Zealand. Funding: a guide for applicants 2001-2002. Wellington, 2001, pp.15-16.
132 R. Baillie, ‘Last One Standing’, NZH, 6-7 June 1998, p.D1.
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Likewise, Auckland-based Don McGlashan (1959—), describing his conception of the

New Zealand influence in his song Last Year’s Shoes to Baillie, perpetuating yet again

the image of a lone male in the landscape:

I went out to Piha and sat in this bach and it was the first thing to come.
There was only me, the cicadas, the long-drop, and I was still writing when I went to
the long-drop.  The cicadas explains ‘leaves hissing static’ in the beginning of that
song.  It’s got all the landscape.133

Dave Yetton, formerly of Stereo Bus, also lives in Auckland but thinks of elsewhere:

I must admit, when I’m writing a song and I’m looking for inspiration, in my mind’s
eye I’m seeing a big South Island landscape.  There’s just a scale to the landscape and
an extremeness—in New Zealand terms anyway—to the climate that I find really
inspiring.  Even if I’m in Auckland writing a song, in my mind’s eye I think I’m
actually on a hill in the South Island somewhere looking at a big, empty
landscape.134

Perhaps in the world of (slightly) commercial music, the ‘branding’ games are more

clearly defined and the stylistic limitations more emphatically imposed.  Certainly,

Matthew Bannister has explicitly described the pressures on Dunedin bands to conform,

and the myths built up around the ‘Dunedin Sound’:

as Flying Nun became more popular, there was increasing pressure to conform to the
general media model of the Dunedin Sound (manufactured by record companies, critics
and audiences rather than the musicians). . . . New Zealand doesn’t really tolerate
diversity. . . . If you weren’t ‘for’ the counterculture you were against it, and hence
there arose a situation where, not for the first time, New Zealand culture was defined
and then competing versions were excluded, marked by an underlying Puritanism—an
insistence that there is only one ‘right’ way . . .135

Nick Bollinger’s review of the album Nature’s Best: New Zealand’s Top 30 Songs of

All Time was, unlike most rock music journalism, slightly descriptive of ‘the music

itself’ as well as the texts:

...there are enough recurring motifs in Nature’s Best . . . to inspire a stack of
parodies.  Ships and sailing pervade Kiwi song . . . and the ‘tyranny of distance’136

that Tim Finn sang of in ‘Six Months in a Leaky Boat’ in ‘82 was still a national
preoccupation with Shihad wrote ‘Home Again’ 15 years later.  The droning riff, with
its Gaelic echoes, returns again and again . . . [O]ur songs have a personality that is
identifiable and peculiar to this island nation.  It puts to rest, once and for all, the
notion that we can only imitate styles conceived overseas.137

133 R. Baillie, ‘The Don of Song’, NZH, 22-23 May 1999, p.D5.
134 M. Duda, ‘Landscape Rock: the Stereo Bus’, Real Groove, October 1999, p.23.
135 M. Bannister, Positively George Street. Auckland, 1999, p.108.
136 This is the title of a book written by the Australian historian Geoffrey Blainey: The Tyranny of
Distance: How Distance Shaped Australia’s History. Melbourne, 1966.  According to Mike Chunn in
his Stranger Than Fiction: the Life and Times of Split Enz, Tim Finn wrote the song ‘Six Months in a
Leaky Boat’ shortly after reading Blainey’s book and studying old folk-music scores that ‘harked back to
the pioneer days’.
137 N. Bollinger, ‘Hello sailors’, NZL, 2 February 2002, p.54.
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To this list I would suggest the addition of ‘quirkiness’ (both timbral and melodic),

uneven phrase lengths, a text which frequently refers to nature, a predominance of

heavily strummed acoustic guitar, and a determination to be just that little bit different

from their counterparts overseas.

So New Zealand’s rock musicians, together with the country’s many composers of

notated or ‘art’ music, seek to be recognized as different from their overseas

counterparts, and this determination to be distinctive is contingent on the maintenance of

a distinct national identity, on a conviction that there is an identifiable and unique New

Zealand character in music.  What these groups of New Zealand musicians also share is

the belief that what is crucial to the differentiation and discernment of the nation’s

musical identity is the role of the environment.

What has emerged from the discussions outlined throughout this chapter is that the

notion of a connection between New Zealand landscape and New Zealand music is a

notion which is still perpetuated by the nation’s composers and critics.  Although the

importance of landscape in New Zealand’s other art forms may have diminished, there is

still particular reinforcement of the notion for music.  Few commentators are concerned

with a detailed questioning—analytical or philosophical—of the ways in which

landscape may be apparent.  There has been much investment in the notion of the land’s

influence, and the question of whether this is a specific landscape or a generalized,

abstracted sense of the New Zealand environment is of less importance.  What is seen to

be key is that somehow the land(scape) has been distilled in our musical outpourings in

such a way that, despite any other influences which may play a part, our musical works

cannot help but be recognizable New Zealand artefacts.
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CHAPTER 3: Musical Space(s)

L’espace m’a toujours rendu silencieux.
(Space has always reduced me to silence.)

Jules Vallès1

Trop d’espace nous etouffe beaucoup plus que s’il n’y en avait pas assez.
(Too much space smothers us much more than if there were not enough.)

Jules Supervielle2

3.1  What is Musical Space?

Hand in hand with the many statements we have seen about the links between New

Zealand music and the landscape runs a related thread which is concerned with the

spaciousness of those landscapes.  The word which pervades much commentary about

New Zealand music is ‘space’, and yet the exact ways in which each commentator

perceives the space or believes the space to be musically manifested are rarely, if ever,

explained.  There is a widespread belief that New Zealand musical space is qualitatively

and quantitatively different from that in other countries, and this appears to be accepted

by much of the musical community as a given.

As the two quotations which head this chapter may serve to remind us, concepts of space

are often confounded by paradoxes and contradictions; thus it should not be too

surprising if the space in New Zealand music may prove rather elusive.  Yet the

frequency with which the space in New Zealand music is referred to does demand that

there be an explanation of the concepts involved, and some consideration of the musical

properties which might constitute musical space, or indeed spaciousness.

If ‘space’ truly exists in a New Zealand work, then it will not only be there as an idea

enforced and encouraged by the title of the work, its ‘programme’, or its accepted

position in the hierarchy of musical works, but one should also be able to identify

something of the space embedded in the musical properties of that work.  Any

comprehensive assessment of a work will necessarily combine a consideration of the

work’s semantic and representational properties, such as they may be, together with an

analysis of its musical properties.  So in order to examine possible spaces or

spaciousness in musical works it is important to attempt a thorough analysis of those

works.

1 J. Vallès, L’enfant, as quoted by G. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. M. Jolas. Boston, 1964,
p.183.
2 J. Supervielle, Gravitations, as quoted by G. Bachelard, ibid., p.221.
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The American musical philosopher Peter Kivy has advocated an approach by analysts

and critics which strives for a balanced position whereby analyses of the ‘hard’ qualities

of a work are taken equally as seriously as a discussion of its expressive qualities.3

Kivy admits that such an equilibrium is rare, and difficult to strike, and warns against the

fruitlessness of attempting ‘to amplify criticism by adding interpretation to analysis’;

rather, he advocates an amplification of the analysis itself, whereby the expressive

properties of music are recognized not as semantic or representational properties, but

rather, phenomenological musical properties.4

As far as representational or referential possibilities in a work are concerned, one must

note that most musical works are not sonically homogeneous throughout, and their

impact will necessarily change through the course of a work rather than being

continuous and steady.  References or reminders of other music, or of sounds from the

world at large, may suddenly appear in the course of a work, and this can disrupt the

flow, or affect the ‘space’ of the work.

Furthermore, musical spaces can be conceived of in many ways, many of which are not

tied to a specific extramusical idea.  It is clear that before examining the musical works

for evidence, clarity is required as to how musical space (or spaces) might be manifest,

and how embedded musical properties might be construed as space in music.  Thus

before embarking on an analytical pathway it is appropriate to examine some of the key

discussions on the subject.

Space, as a more general concept, has much to do with ideas of distance and perspective,

and musical spaces may—at least in some instances—depend upon a sense of distance

and perspective in the music.  As shown in Chapter 2 (where Hall’s responses to

Birtwistle’s processional-style compositions were indicated), distance may be linked

with a sense of timelessness, in other words spatial perspective is related to temporal

perspective.  Following on from his discussion of the processional, Hall has named the

three ways in which he believes distance can be conveyed musically:

(1) through physical separation, as in Gabrieli’s antiphonal writing for St. Marks,

Venice.

(2) through musical layering whereby the different layers undergo changes at different

rates, as exhibited in some works by Ives, Vaughan Williams and Holst.

(3) through distortion, blurring and reflection of sounds, one of the first exemplary

cases being Stockhausen’s Gruppen (1955-57).5 

3 P. Kivy, The Fine Art of Repetition. Cambridge, 1993, p.317.
4 ibid., p.316.
5 M. Hall, Harrison Birtwistle. London, 1984, p.75.
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Over the years there has been a steadily growing body of writing on the subject of

musical space and spatialization.  In his monograph on Edgard Varèse, Jonathan

Bernard elaborates and explains the composer’s continual reference to a spatial

framework as the principal unifying force in his music.6  This would appear to be the

first time such a framework was organized to this extent, whereby physical space is

translated into a sophisticated musical space. Bernard highlights the importance of the

vertical pitch dimension in Varèse’s spatial organization, and shows how his working

frame of reference is based on absolute sizes and vertical distances.  Pitch analysis of

the composer’s intervallic content hinges on analysis of trichords, together with their

absolute intervallic content, and the idea of a short-term adherence to particular ‘pitch

constellations’ which are registrally expressed and related.  The importance of the

absolute interval here is noteworthy: many composers and compositional processes

utilize the concept of octave equivalence, but by retaining the absolute size of an interval

Varèse has ensured the spaces are held at full size, thus maintaining registral gaps and

linking more directly to a geometric mapping.

The American composer Elliott Carter also has a particular way of utilizing musical

space, with its manifestations in texture and harmony.  David Schiff has explained these

manifestations in his analytical treatise on Carter’s work, by using the term ‘time

screen’ as a spatial metaphor for the horizontal motion of music through time, and

‘musical space’ as a metaphor for the vertical aspect of music.7  Schiff also explains

that Carter’s solo works for melodic instruments should not be seen so much as

‘melodic’, but rather as an exploration of a specific space projected on the time screen,

comparing Carter’s approach with the earlier approaches by Varèse:

Where the space of Varèse’s music is thought of as a crystalline structure outside of
time, in Carter the space of the work itself evolves.  Musical space and musical time
interact.  In traditional theory musical space is broken down into two aspects,
counterpoint and harmony.  Counterpoint, the relative motion of musical lines,
activates space by differentiating it into clearly separate components.  Harmony, the
relationship between such lines, unifies musical space, making it clear that
apparently separate sounds are part of an overall configuration.  Much twentieth-
century music, while extremely adventurous in its harmonies has been regressive and
crude in its use of counterpoint: the discrepancy between the two has led to an
impoverishment of musical space.8

Schiff goes on to describe the ways in which Carter abandoned stereotypical

contrapuntal textures and developed a hierarchical system of contrapuntal lines, creating

a foreground-background polarity, with a highly sophisticated system of stratification, a

foreground-background arrangement which sets up a perceptible framework within

which musical shapes may form.

6 J. Bernard, The Music of Edgard Varèse. New Haven & London, 1987.
7 D. Schiff, The Music of Elliott Carter. London, 1985.
8 ibid., p.54.
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In the late 50s and early  60s, composers Iannis Xenakis, Pierre Boulez and John Cage

were all developing ideas of musical space.  Xenakis’ treatise Formalized Music made

use of two-, three- and multi-dimensional spaces, including vector spaces, theorizing

about sonic quanta and their integration; in this model, each quantum of sound has a

threefold nature: duration, frequency and intensity.9

In a series of talks presented at Darmstadt, Boulez discussed what he called the

‘relativity’ of various musical spaces, and explored ideas of musical spaces which were

capable of evolution during the course of a work.10  His musical definitions included the

‘continuum’, which depends not upon a transition from one point in space to another,

but upon the concept of ‘partitioning’ space: ‘the finer [the] partition becomes . . . the

more it will tend towards true continuity, this being not only a physical, but above all a

physiological limit.’11

From this definition Boulez proposed two types of partitioning for ‘frequency-space’:

‘fixed’ or ‘variable’, and two types of space when examined on the micro-structural

level—’smooth’ and ‘striated’, depending on pulse speed (‘temperament’).  Within the

‘striated’ category, opposed space types are suggested when examined on the macro-

structural level—’straight spaces’ and ‘curved spaces’, and within that ‘curved’

category, two further sub-categories: ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’, depending on whether

each partition has the same pulse speed or different.  Within the ‘smooth’ category,

opposed space types are suggested: ‘non-directed’ space (with an equal statistical

distribution of frequencies) and ‘directed’ space (with an unequal distribution).  Tempo

may be similarly subjected to categorical divisions: ‘pulsed’ and ‘amorphous’,

‘straight’ and ‘curved’,  ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’.  Boulez also categorised timbre into

‘striated’ and ‘smooth’ types, however amplitude was labelled ‘a simple dimension’,

which may be categorised in terms of ‘relative global amplitude’ and ‘relative individual

amplitude’ when music for a group of instruments is considered; however amplitude is

not considered particularly variable in music for soloists.  Thus within the four

dimensions of frequency, time, timbre and amplitude, Boulez devised an exceptionally

sophisticated taxonomy.12

9 I. Xenakis, Formalized Music: Thought and Mathematics in Composition. Bloomington, 1971.
10 P. Boulez, Boulez on Music Today, trans. S. Bradshaw and R.R. Bennett. London, 1971.
11 ibid., p.85.
12 ibid., pp.85-96.
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Prior to this, in the early 50s Boulez and Cage had corresponded about their theories of

sound and its properties, and Cage subsequently spoke and wrote of his ideas of a

multidimensional ‘total sound-space’, the realm for compositional exploration in so-

called ‘experimental music’.13  This model was a five-dimensional space, the

determinants being frequency (or pitch), amplitude (or loudness), overtone structure (or

timbre), duration and morphology (how the sound evolves over time).

These last few definitions of musical space are clearly abstracted concepts, templates

which may be used to measure aspects of any musical work.  They are not concerned

with works having more or less space, but rather they consider that each work has a

space, and that space has dimensions which may be measured.  Many descriptions of

musical space which go beyond this sort of generality and take a more empirical

approach based on actual pieces of music point to the importance of depth of field.  To

the example of Hall’s comments about Birtwistle’s processional compositions (as

quoted in Chapter 2.2), we can add Paul Griffiths’ commentary on Lontano (1967) by

György Ligeti (1923—), where he proposes that the work suggests depth of field by

using

sounds that appear to come from far away or that are actually played by instruments
off stage . . .  Like Atmosphères and the first movement of the Cello Concerto, the
piece begins very quietly and ends with a prolonged fade, giving the impression that
it arrives from far away and slowly departs, as if, in Ligeti’s own words, opening and
closing ‘a window on long submerged dream-worlds of childhood’.  Beyond that, even
more than in Atmosphères, there is a feeling of orchestral space, perhaps with quiet
sustained chords in the background and more definite figures nearer at hand, and
Ligeti’s new harmonic practice contributes to such illusions: a chime of octaves, for
instance, sounds closer than a more complex chord, though naturally the particular
quality of distance or nearness will depend too on the loudness, the register (high and
low notes tend to sound far away) and the orchestration (the brass, for instance, have
more presence than the strings).14

In this scenario, performative distance is clearly important, as is the depth of field created

by dynamic levels and relative speed, and there is an ordering of harmonies according to

their ‘distance or nearness’; Griffiths considers octaves near and complex chords

distant.  This latest claim is surely debatable; in at least some instances, the more

consonant intervals sound distant, and the more dissonant chordal clusters to appear

close at hand.  This may be explained by considering the way in which  the transients

which abound at the beginning of a sounded pitch, many of which may be non-

harmonic, die away relatively quickly, leaving (with most instruments) a more

harmonically pure sound.  Thus a travelling sound will very often arrive at a distant

location with at least some of these impurities having, to all intents and purposes,

dissipated.

13 J. Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings. Middletown, 1961.
14 P. Griffiths, György Ligeti. London, 1983, pp.58-59.
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Consequently, it seems plausible that open fifths, octaves, and such intervals with simple

frequency ratios may evoke distance more readily than those with more complex ratios,

although this phenomenon would also depend on the harmonic content of the

instrumental timbres.15  It may also be true that listeners have learned, by association, to

connect such intervals as open fifths and octaves with connotations of space or distance,

but this does not negate the possibility that there is a physical, sonic basis which may

have given rise to such connotations.  In general, low frequencies are less directional

while high frequencies carry more directional information; it is the higher frequency

information which gives the listener clues as to the location of the sound source.

Furthermore, it is customary to talk of pitch in terms of spatial metaphors (high sounds,

low sounds), using a ‘metaphoric logic’ explained by Arnie Cox as being generally

thought of as literal, although in fact it is metaphorical.16  In a similar vein, Cox has

compared the metaphor which connects ‘more’ to ‘higher’, and proposed that the

conceptual metaphor “more is higher” (and “less is lower”) has given rise to the logic

of ‘high’ and ’low’ notes, as there is more (higher) air, effort, and tension involved in

producing a ‘higher’ note.

Exploring the various methods employed in attempting to define musical space, the

Manchester-based composer Anthony Gilbert (1934—) has noted:

How sadly inept are one’s attempts to define and describe the spatial element in
music; how curious, too, is this inadequacy. . . . The skeptics will say that this
difficulty is inevitable since music is quite obviously not a spatial phenomenon in its
essence but only in the purely topological relationship between sound-source and
hearer.17

Gilbert considers the application of a spatial model to density, texture, and movement

through the pitch spectrum, examining the idea of a work’s ‘notational space’, and

exploring the use of Schenkerian analysis as a means of demonstrating spatially, or

graphically, the ‘logical space’ of a composition.  While bearing in mind the problems

associated with using spatial language and its vaguenesses when applied to music,

Gilbert explains that, with the exception of Varèse, most commentaries and analytical

systems have striven to apply to music

15 For the purposes of this suggestion, I have ignored the minute discrepancies between these intervals
in various temperaments, thus considering perfect 5ths to have the frequency ratio 3:2 and perfect
fourths 4:3.
16 A. Cox, The Metaphoric Logic of Motion and Space. PhD diss., University of Oregon, 1999.
17 A. Gilbert, ‘Musical Space: A Composer’s View’, Critical Inquiry, v.7. Chicago, 1981, p.605.
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a three- or at the most a four-dimensional spatial model.  This is understandable since
most other art forms, indeed, most other physical phenomena, appear to operate in no
more than four dimensions.  Music, however, being, so to speak, intangible and
addressing itself directly to that mysterious canon of inner awarenesses of which our
everyday senses and emotions are but leaden parallels, may by these means be
perceived to move in a multiplicity, possibly even an infinity, of dimensions.
Indeed, once the four-dimensional barrier is crossed, it is reasonable to assume
without further speculation that the only limit to the number of dimensions in which
music might be felt to operate is the limit of our own perceptions and of our ability
to take account of them in an ordered way.18

Gilbert thus claims for music a more complex and multiple character than for other art

forms, partly due to its particularly abstract and intangible nature.  Furthermore, he

points out that one performed note not only produces information in at least the four

musical dimensions of timbre, pitch, intensity and spatial location, but that these are

further compounded by each of these dimensions being time-dependent; the timbre at

the beginning of a played pitch will contain more frequencies than the latter part of the

note, the pitch may shift slightly, the intensity gradually diminishes, and even the

physical location of the sound source may alter through time.

Combinations of sounds, each with their various envelopes, form a further set of

dimensions which to some extent depend on psychological and physiological

awarenesses in each listener.  A further complication is apparent since the duration of a

sound is not linearly perceived; the listener has a non-linear expectation of change:  ‘The

longer a sound remains constant, the greater is our expectation that something will

happen to it—for a while.  This is a rising curve prone to abrupt and unpredictable

collapse through dissociation.’19

Instrumentation also affects all of the qualities described above, added to which, as

Gilbert points out, the hearer is usually extremely adept at placing that pitch in a

subconsciously perceived knowledge of the total compass of the instrument.  This

perception in particular can evoke a response of lesser or greater tension, partly arising

from empathy with the performer’s physical stress, and partly arising from aesthetic

associations, the latter being strongly individuated between listeners.  Time is the one

factor which all the musical dimensions have in common, and yet this ‘experienced

time’ is independent of measurable time.  The effects and awarenesses of the hierarchy

of associations and combinations in a musical work will vary constantly, unpredictably,

and aperiodically throughout the time of listening.  In summary, Gilbert says, rather

mischievously, ‘The very infinity of this hierarchy of spatial possibilities is in itself a

kind of space.’20

18 ibid.
19 ibid., p.610.
20 ibid., p.611.
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The America-based musicologist Maria Harley has compared a number of abstract ideas

about musical space, tracing back the origins of the idea to the writings of German

theoreticians, particularly the 19th century scientist Hermann von Helmholtz, who

applied a Newtonian concept of space to the idea of pitch space.21  These theoreticians

connected the idea of music having intrinsic motion with the idea that this motion in

some way travels through, and maps out, a space.  So in this model the space is marked

out by the vector paths within it.

Harley also points to the importance of Edward Lippman’s early work on spatial

perceptions in music, which was supported by various psychoacoustic studies.  In

particular, Harley praises Lippman’s assessment of romanticism as being based

‘essentially on the lack of localization of the source’, as opposed to the 20th century

musical ideal in which sound sources are more likely to be specifically localized in

space.22

Lippman’s later work on temporal progression in music is also important in its

categorization of the ways in which music appears to move forward in time.23  In the

perception of musical journeys, the sense of ‘past’, ‘present’ and ‘future’ is

complicated by the way that music happens through time.  How short is the ‘present’?

How much do we remember of the musical past?  How can the future of a piece of

music be anticipated?  Lippman differentiates between ‘the sheer forward propulsion of

music’, which is composed of ‘continuity plus some degree of inertia or insistence’, and

‘the presence of a logic of continuation’, which depends on ‘consecution’, or the degree

of conviction with which phrases or parts of phrases follow one another.24    This

consecution is the result of a fundamental process in music whereby new patterns may

be perceived to relate to old patterns, indeed one can get a sense of forward motion in

music with only the tiniest of changes in an ongoing pattern; Lippman claims that the

listener makes the comparisons in subtle and complex ways, and suggests that the

conversion of the temporal succession and rhythmic properties of a phrase into spatial

patterns is part of this recognition and comparison process.25

21 M. Harley, Space and Spatialization in Contemporary Music: History and Analysis, Ideas and
Implementations. PhD diss., McGill University, 1994.
22 E. Lippman, Music and space: A study in the philosophy of music. PhD diss., Columbia
University, 1952 as quoted in M. Harley, Space and Spatialization in Contemporary Music: History
and Analysis, Ideas and Implementations. PhD diss., McGill University, 1994, pp.55-56.
23 E. Lippman, The Philosophy and Aesthetics of Music. Nebraska, 1999.
24 ibid., p.40.
25 ibid., p.63.
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Lakoff and Johnson have reconciled two apparently conflicting metaphors for time; one

in which ‘time is a moving object’ and one in which ‘time is stationary and we move

through it’ by showing that although these two metaphors are not consistent, they are

certainly coherent.26  The difference between the metaphors is the ‘frame of reference’.

However Cox has shown that the ‘time’s landscape’ (‘time is stationary...’) metaphor

may be considered problematic when applied to music, if the concept of time as a

landscape through which we move (through which we listen) indicates that the places

(musical events) in the future that we approach must already exist.27  It seems to me that

a logical extension of this problem may then give rise to a further question: if one is to

assume that the final barline is the equivalent of a journey’s goal, then is one also

obliged to state that the end of a piece must already exist?

Like Helmholtz, one may consider mapping out a musical space by (moving) listening

through it; on the other hand, a lack of directed motion may denote more spaciousness:

‘space-as-stasis’.  The perception of musical features and the connections and spaces

between them can be altered by so many elements in the music.  Yet it is not like a walk

through a landscape where we are able to look at the scenery which lies ahead.  On a

human scale, at least, the passing of time is both unstoppable, and irreversible, but this is

not true of travel.  Surely the fact that we have set out on a musical journey does not

necessarily mean that the final barlines have been drawn, and thus it would appear that

these analogies only work when considering being in the middle of a journey; the

beginnings and endings of musical listening and journeying are not analogical.

Journeys may have beginnings and endings, but where do landscapes start and stop?

Revisiting Hall’s consideration of the stars at night, and his referral to a sense of

timelessness: we see the light from those star systems, but by the time the light reaches

us, a few of the stars (may) have died.  This does not influence the nature of the light

still travelling towards us, so in a sense it is unimportant, yet it should remind us that all

of these seeming universalities and eternalities are actually limited.

The ongoing evolution in the discussion of musical space has undoubtedly been

accelerated by advances in the field of electroacoustic music, with the shifts of focus that

these technological developments have contributed.  When Boulez and Cage were

exchanging correspondence in the early 50s they were both working on theories of

sonic quality and function; one should bear in mind that this coincided with some of the

most ground-breaking work in the fields of electronic and tape music.28

26 G. Lakoff and M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By. Chicago, 1980, pp.43-44.
27 A. Cox, The Metaphoric Logic of Motion and Space. PhD diss., University of Oregon, 1999.
28 The Boulez-Cage Correspondence, ed. J-J. Nattiez, trans. R. Samuels. Cambridge, 1993.
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One interesting feature of more traditional electroacoustic music is that the score need

not exist for its performance, and where scores do exist for such works they are

approximations (more so than for conventionally notated music), and afterthoughts.  The

work is already finalized, in that there are no more interpretations possible.  Only the

space in which the work will be played, and the situation and qualities of the sound

system, can have an effect on the work after its creation is complete.  However

technology has moved on, and the world of electroacoustic music has regained the

unexpected and the unpredictable through such techniques as live audio processing.

The music theorist Jonathan Kramer has explored J.T. Fraser’s hierarchical theory of

time and timelessness, and the classification of each ‘Umwelt’ (level) in this

hierarchy.29  These levels range from the unchangeable—the levels of ‘being’—to the

changeable and the temporal—the levels of ‘becoming’.  Considering their parallels in

science and music, and using such terms as ‘gestural time’, Kramer has organized these

musical levels according to the degree of formal order, of causality, and the role of

memory in the perception of the music.  The perception of direction in a musical work,

or series of musical moments, is primarily a spatial one, and has elements in common

with Boulez’ theoretical framework from the 60s.  Thus it is clear that even in

sophisticated and dense theories of time such as Fraser’s or Boulez’, there is a blurring

of the boundaries between time and space; space cannot be truly singled out when it is

so inextricably linked with time.

Schoenberg said that a composer conceives his work in spatial terms, but that ‘in writing

the work down, space is transformed into time.  For the hearer this takes place the other

way around: it is only after the work has run its course in time that he can see it as a

whole —its idea, its form and its content.’30  Here, as Nicholas Cook points out,

Schoenberg is regarding the musical work as ‘an essentially timeless entity: what

happens during the time of performance, he implies, does not define or constitute the

work as such, it merely communicates it from composer to listener.’31

This issue of the ‘musical work’ raises the much-pondered question ‘where does a

piece of music reside?’  Lydia Goehr compares the ‘Aristotelian’ view of music, in

which ‘works are essences (typically sound structures) exhibited in performances and

score copies’, with the ‘Platonist’ view of music, in which music is so essentialized that

29 J. Kramer, The Time of Music. New York, 1988, pp.394-7, referring to J.T. Fraser, Time as
Conflict. Basel, 1978.
30 A. Schoenberg quoted by N. Cook, Music, Imagination and Culture. Oxford, 1990, p.40.
31 N. Cook, Music, Imagination and Culture. Oxford, 1990, p.226.
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it needs neither performance nor score in order to exist.32  Goehr also presents two

other types of musical conception, one an alternative version of the ‘Platonist’ view, in

which the musical work is not considered abstract at all, but is a structural type

exemplified by a set of performances, possibly together with a score, and also the

‘idealist’ view of music, in which the musical work is located in the mind of the

composer, not as the objectified expression of performances and score copies, but rather

as a set of abstracted ideas in the imagination.  This question of where the musical work

resides necessarily impacts on the question of musical space(s).  Clearly in order to

subject musical works to analytical treatment we must believe that the scores or

performances are at least part of the picture.  Yet this does not rule out the possibility

that essentialized or idealist music-entities do not have a spatial quality, they will just be

beyond measuring in any quantitative way.  One can ask questions of the composer, for

example if one were to take the ‘idealist’ view of music, and gain insight into the nature

of the music’s spaces.  However, even when the composer is still alive and accessible,

memory does fade, and many composers, when questioned about works from ten or

twenty years ago, simply could not fully remember the complex of musical matters

which occupied them at the time of composition.

For the purposes of this study’s investigation into musical space, the ‘Aristotelian’ view

of music is the most useful, placing primary emphasis on the scores, while bearing in

mind composer intention and also such supplementary performance-related elements as

performative space.

Having examined a wide range of approaches to the issue of musical space, one may

conclude that an examination of a work’s space requires examination of all essential

musical properties while also bearing in mind the dynamic elements of how the music

develops through time.  It is also valuable to take into account statements made by both

the critics and the composers themselves, while still ensuring that any claims for

particular musical expression can be grounded in ‘the music itself’ rather than relying

merely on anecdotal or extra-musical evidence.  Comparison of the foregoing

discussions reveals a significant difference between a general view of musical space,

which simply describes the musical qualities of a work by using a multi-dimensional

spatial array in which to organize and describe these qualities, and a specific view of

musical spaciousness, which would indicate that the work had certain particular

characteristics, possibly of an imaginary or real-world landscape, which evoked or

connoted spaciousness.

32 L. Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music.
Oxford, 1992, p.15.
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Considering those theories which identify spaciousness elements, Hall appears to have

outlined the main features which indicate musical spaciousness: actual physical

separation, independent musical layers, and distance effects such as blurring or delayed

reflections.  This list of elements encompasses the concept of musical space expressed

by Schiff with respect to Carter’s spatial organization—particularly the importance of

the relationships between lines (or musical layers)—and reflects the importance of depth

of field, as described by Griffiths with respect to Ligeti’s music.

There is one other matter, which concerns the difference between one’s perceptions of

live music as opposed to recordings of performances.  Since until recently most live

performances in New Zealand of post-war music were of compositions by New Zealand

composers—and certainly this is true of the 1976-1995 period—the concert-goer’s

comparisons of the spaciousness of New Zealand music as opposed to non-New

Zealand music should not be considered particularly reliable.33  There is also an

imbalance of evaluation when one is comparing studio recordings of 20th century music

from elsewhere with live performances of local 20th century music, particularly in this

age of digital manipulation, editing and refinement.  Comparison of a live performance

with recordings—which is how New Zealanders have been most likely to hear

contemporary music from anywhere else—is not rigorous, and therefore statements

made on the basis of such a comparison must be treated with some caution.

3.2 Spaciousness or Emptiness?

Many references to space have appeared in the pages of Music in New Zealand

magazine since its inception in 1988.  An examination of these various references may

help to identify the nature of what these commentators consider the ‘sense of space’ in

New Zealand music to be.  As in reception history, these writings must be taken as

evidence of a general view, in the absence of an extended body of academic writing on

the topic.

David Jayasuriya’s review of a Wellington concert said of Ross Harris’s Horn Call on

Makara Cliff that it was

33 This is particularly true of orchestral music.  The New Zealand Symphony Orchestra played the
music of very few non-New Zealand post-War composers in the period under scrutiny.  The NZSO has
not yet performed works by Birtwistle or Elliott Carter, it has performed two mid-period works by
György Ligeti in the last ten years, and their main subscription series has at most two works of this
type per year.  This is due to a combination of box office wariness about contemporary music in
general, and a strategy which gives New Zealand music priority.  Joy Tonks notes in Bravo! The NZSO
at 50 (Auckland 1996, pp.181-2) that from 1962-65 John Hopkins conducted an annual series of
‘‘Music of Our Time’ concerts, but when Hopkins left the country there was no similar series until
1994; so few concert-goers attended the 1994 concert that the series was discontinued.
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introspective and somewhat melancholic in its evocation of Nature and isolation. . . .
An effective feature was the spatial movement of the electronic sounds . . . The
composer seeks primarily that the electronic component should create an effect of
‘space, distance and death’ which will emphasize the resonance of the solo horn, and
this he successfully achieves.34

Richard Bolley said of Ivan Zagni’s Contrasts:

There were quiet views from the hills, strange almost prosaic interpolations as if of
the distractions of daily life, a festive dance in the streets (après Avant Garage?) and a
stern lament (to contrast with Young’s elegiac one).  The concluding set of
‘Contrasts’ fanned into another classic Zagni prospect of space: ‘a whiff of
Antarctica’, clear but (as always with this farsighted composer) not untroubled.35

Oliver Stead’s review of Rattle Records’ collective CD Different Tracks noted:

Comparison between visual and sonic space is central to the album’s conception.
The pieces have been chosen for their dimensional quality, the evocation of musical
space which underlies the development of linear motifs in the composition. . . . A
more or less constant depth of echo and reverberation in the recording technique
parallels depth of field in visual terms, emphasizing the sense of sonic distance in the
musical spaces. . . . The loneliness and isolation of the Southern wilderness is
beautifully evoked by the traditional Maori instruments, the putorino and the koauau.
Steep rises and falls in pitch and dynamics and the call and response between the two
flutes, create a soundtrack of alpine vistas and precipices.36

In a conversation between British composer Erika Fox and New Zealand’s Whitehead,

Fox described her impressions of the New Zealand music she had heard:

What I was most struck with [in two compositions by Neville Hall and John
Rimmer] was the way it reflected space.  Really, except for composers like Christian
Wolff and such, I don’t know music with such large spaces between sounds.37

Jeanette Coleman’s review of a Canterbury composers’ concert noted of Chris

Graham’s Estuary Sketches: ‘Much of the atmosphere of the estuary was captured in

this performance, perhaps the most striking quality being the sense of space and

distance in the music’38 and Ivan Patterson’s piece on Maria Grenfell (1969—) claimed

of her music

consistent construction, clear changing textures incorporating a lot of space, rhythmic
energy and strong extra-musical images.  In fact, physical imagery seems ever
present, reflecting Grenfell’s interest in imbuing her music with aspects of the New
Zealand environment.39

34 D. Jayasuriya, Review of concert, 12 & 19 September 1991, MiNZ, Summer 1991-92, p.65.
35 R. Bolley, ‘100% Kiwi’, MiNZ, Summer 1992, p.49.
36 O. Stead, ‘Different Tracks: A Sampling of Contemporary Music from Aotearoa New Zealand’,
MiNZ, Summer 1993-94, p.59.
37 G. Whitehead, ‘A Conversation with Erika Fox’, MiNZ, Summer 1994-95, p.11.
38 J. Coleman, Review of Canterbury composers’ concert, 12 February 1995, MiNZ, Winter 1995,
p.46.
39 I. Patterson, ‘Maria Grenfell: A New Zealand Composer in America’, MiNZ, Spring 1995, p.21.
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The Autumn 1996 issue of the magazine carried my own interview with London-based

New Zealand pianist Margaret Lion in which she said of New Zealand music in general

‘...I like the clarity, the sense of space - but particularly the clarity.  And the energy.’40

The debates about space which were outlined in Chapter 3.1 demonstrated a more

sophisticated and general approach to the nature of musical space than that revealed by

these quotes from New Zealand critics, which suggests that the perceived New Zealand

musical space is a different, perhaps more narrowly definable spaciousness.  Strong

links between landscape images and claims of space are apparent in a number of the

quotations outlined above, and this indicates that often a perceived New Zealand musical

spaciousness may be directly linked to a perception of landscape in the music.  Indeed,

the only two statements above which do not directly link space with landscape are those

by Fox and Lion, both of whom are resident in London.

The set of quotations above would also suggest that use of the word ‘space’ in New

Zealand music criticism generally implies ‘spaciousness’, in other words it is neither

defining a general musical space, nor using general terms to describe the various musical

parameters, but characterizing the music as somehow giving an impression of an open

landscape, a sparseness, or an emptiness.  The reality of much New Zealand landscape is

that although one can, with relative ease, get to parts of the country(side) where there are

large spaces between people, this does not necessarily translate into free, uncluttered,

empty space; the New Zealand bush, for example, is typically dense and cluttered.  The

idea of New Zealand’s landscapes being uncluttered and empty appears to be an integral

part of the ‘landscape myth’, and an important part of the way the myth has informed

the national sense of its spaces, including its musical spaces.

Considering the quotations noted above in more detail, we may derive a list of

properties—some more musically specific than others—from which a search for this

spaciousness in music may begin:

• spatial movement of sounds

• clarity

• ‘space’ in linear motifs

• ‘depth’ of echo and reverberation

• ‘steepness’ of melodic line

• spaces ‘between sounds’

40 G. Keam, ‘Margaret Lion: An Ambassador for Our Music’, MiNZ, Autumn 1996, p.28.
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A comparison between this list of spaciousness properties and the conclusions of

Chapter 3.1—the list suggested by Hall and supported by various other composers and

critics—would suggest that Hall’s ‘actual physical separation’ is related to, but not the

same as ‘spatial movement of sounds’ and also ‘spaces between sounds’; the

appearance of ‘independent musical layers’ is a feature which does not seem

noteworthy to the New Zealand critics; and ‘distance effects such as blurring or delayed

reflections’ may include the property ‘depth of echo and reverberation’.  Furthermore,

‘space in linear motifs’ could be divided into two possible meanings, one of which is

covered by ‘steepness of melodic line’, and the other of which is accounted for by

‘physical separation’.

I noted earlier that the New Zealand critics’ writings about space suggested that New

Zealand spaciousness relied upon a sparseness, or some type of musical emptiness.

Certainly insofar as wide open landscape images are concerned, notions of spaciousness

are closely linked to notions of emptiness.  As we saw in Chapter 1, various art forms in

New Zealand have undergone phases in which emptiness, or at least a near-absence of

people, is important.  In photography, there was a development of pictorial style

particularly through the mid-20th century which would highlight the importance of New

Zealand’s untamed beauty; in film the development of such styles as Kiwi Gothic,

amongst others, emphasized the loneliness of the landscape, a sense of remoteness; and

in visual art, particularly mid-century, styles developed where only a trace of human

existence was evident, often suggesting a landscape which has been abandoned or where

human habitation is recent and temporary.  Here, if one takes at face value those

comments by the New Zealand critics, we have a relative emptiness in the music; it is as

if the figure of the Man Alone has reappeared.

So let us consider how one might perceive ‘emptiness’ in a piece of music.  In

determining ‘emptiness’, one must ask: ‘Is a work with a very limited number of pitches

necessarily empty, or might it not be full of what it is made of?’  If one is to take a

dualist approach to the concept of emptiness, then one must also have a conception of

what musical plenitude might be.  One might ask: ‘Is the music of Hubert Parry full?’

In other words, is thick texture and harmonic richness a plenitude?  ‘Fullness’ is still

directly linked to a concept of ‘spaciousness’, and appears to involve listening to what

the musical space of a work might be, and then perceiving the density or fullness of what

it contains.  Plenitude, or wide variety, of one element or ‘dimension’ does not imply

plenitude in another, for example temporal density does not necessarily go hand in hand

with pitch or frequency density.  One might ask: ‘Is a work with large gaps between the

sounds empty?’, or conversely: ‘Is a percussion work by John Psathas necessarily

full?’.
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Emptiness may best be conceived of as a lack of something, in which case the question

becomes: ‘When, in listening to a piece of music, do we have a sense of something

missing?’  One difference between many of the concepts of musical space described

above and those which might attach to notions of emptiness is the role of direction, or

momentum.  It would be worth considering areas of notable inactivity for temporal

emptiness, wide open spacings or distinctly separated voicings for registral emptiness,

the harmonic densities in a work for pitch sparseness.  The perceptions of sparseness,

event density, stasis and activity must be made in a very contextualized manner, and on

larger vs. smaller scales of examination the relative sparseness/density and stasis/activity

ratios may be different.  For example, in many works by such minimalist composers as

Steve Reich, on a larger scale there is a high degree of stasis (whether of harmonic pace,

textural variation, rhythmic variation or other such elements) and musical sparseness (a

sparseness which might be of pitch, or rhythm, or timbre).  However on a smaller scale

(such as a single bar) the density and activity components in such music seem more

predominant.

Considering the foregoing, it appears appropriate to add one more property to the list

being collated for a spaciousness search, the quite general feature ‘relative

unclutteredness’.  Thus the list derived from Chapter 3.1 may be incorporated with the

features collated from the New Zealand critics to provide a more comprehensive list of

potential ‘spaciousness indicators’:

• spatial movement of sounds and/or physical separation of sound sources

• clarity

• independent musical layers

• distance effects such as blurring, delayed reflections, depth of echo and reverberation

• steepness of melodic line

• spaces between sounds

• relative unclutteredness

It is interesting that many of those critics who referred to a sense of space in New

Zealand music couple it with ideas of loss (loss being a sense of absence, a type of

emptiness), or aloneness, or displacement: Jayasuriya wrote of ‘melancholic’, Bolley of

‘lament’ and ‘elegy’, Stead of ‘loneliness’ and ‘isolation’.  Whether a sense of loss or

isolation experienced by composers actually imbues their music with the sense of loss is

a similarly complex question to that of space in New Zealand music.  By comparison,

there are many claims that the sense of loss felt by European composers after World
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War II imbued their music with that sense, and similar claims are made for those

composers who fled their country before the War, particularly those exiled in the United

States.

Issues of space and emptiness in music are clearly complex, and it would be ludicrous to

expect that any one element could connote space or spaciousness across the music of a

diverse group of composers; we would not be looking for a single musical element

which could connote ‘Jewish American Musical Space’ (or non-space) by collecting

together the musics of Steve Reich, Philip Glass, Morton Feldman, George Gershwin

and Eliot Goldenthal (or any such composer of film music).  Those Music in New

Zealand  commentators quoted above have surely been using the word ‘space’ loosely

and injudiciously.  If there is a common ‘spaciousness’ thread running through much

New Zealand music it will exist in a combination of factors.  The search will be similar

to looking for a set of genes which reside on different chromosomes, which together

result in a particular physical human feature.

So, in concluding this chapter, it is noteworthy that much of what has been said and

written about musical space in the more general sense, such as in those theories put

forward by Xenakis, Boulez and Cage, seems to have only a little in common with the

musical qualities noted by those New Zealand commentators who invoke a ‘sense of

space’.  The space indicators noted by Hall and Griffiths should be considered in

conjunction with the rather loose set of indicators offered by the local commentators,

which seem more appropriately interpreted when taken as indicators of ‘spaciousness’

rather than ‘space’ and considered to involve a sense of emptiness.  Perhaps, too—as

suggested by the local critics—this emptiness may often be connected with landscape

notions in New Zealand works, albeit a narrow concept of landscape as empty scenery.

In the following chapter, the time has come to cast an analytical eye and ear over a

number of musical works from New Zealand in order to identify qualities which seem

notably prevalent, and to note any qualities which may align themselves with the

‘spaciousness indicators’ derived above.  Indeed, the elusive ‘sense of space’ in New

Zealand music might prove to be a valuable ingredient in the national style that Lilburn

wished for.
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CHAPTER 4: Analyses of seven New Zealand orchestral works

‘some indefinable quality of New Zealand’ was a favourite phrase . . . What the
quality was they could never quite explain to me.  You wouldn’t remember the
old trains, when they stopped at a station half-way up the line, somebody would
come along with a metal hammer and strike the wheels one after the other to
see whether they might be cracked.  That made a deep impression on me and I
felt later that I was tending to do this with harmonies, for instance - ‘Is that
sound really valid to my experience?  or is it just something I learnt from a text
book or a score?  Do I really believe that it’s true, am I just using something?’
it’s fairly hard to pin that down.

Douglas Lilburn1

4.1 The Analytical Approach

Having considered the wider context of the arts in New Zealand in the latter part of the

20th century, one can see that the landscape has been very important particularly mid-

century, but that in many of the arts its importance has since diminished..  However,

after exploring the development of a national music tradition, one finds that notions of

the land and landscape are still central to much of the music being written and to much

of the critical writing.  Thus, a search for what might constitute New Zealand musical

style may most fruitfully be centred on works for which claims have been made for

some connection with land or landscape, as they may conceivably contain elements of

that style in greater concentration.

Having surveyed a range of notions about musical space, and separated general musical

space theories from concepts of spaciousness, the central task is now to analyse selected

New Zealand works in the light of all the various observations of New Zealand’s

cultural elements and to note any elements which appear prevalent across the group.  In

this way, landscape notions may be considered with reference to each work, and space

and spaciousness elements considered, while also exploring anything else which might

be part of a national musical style.

Leaving aside those examples of landscape music which either involve electronic

recording techniques or experimental uses of the landscape in ‘sonic art’, in music

which restricts itself to acoustic instruments it is easier to conceive of the imprint,

connotation or evocation of landscape in orchestral music rather than in chamber or solo

music; this is due to orchestral music’s greater potential for foreground/background

differentiation, and also its sense of scale.  Orchestral music can sound larger than

personal in a way which chamber music can less easily achieve.  Furthermore,

hierarchically, there is a sense in orchestral music of each individual player being a small

part of the overall sound, which can take on a super-human quality.  It is thus more

1 C. Bourke, ‘Douglas Lilburn—An Interview’, MiNZ, Summer 1995-96, p.33.
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potentially ‘convincing’ for an orchestral work to carry a landscape title than such

works as piano solos or those for small chamber ensembles.  This may be seen, for

example, in the works list of Douglas Lilburn, where apart from the three symphonies

many of the orchestral works have landscape titles, such as Drysdale Overture (1937),

Aotearoa Overture (1940), Cambridge Overture (1946) and A Song of Islands (1946),

whereas the chamber works and piano solos carry titles such as Sonata in C (1943),

String Trio (1945), Chaconne (1946), Two Preludes 1951, Sonatas I and II (1946 and

1962), and Nine Short Pieces (1965-66).  Thus, New Zealand orchestral works seem the

most appropriate subjects for this analytical study, being more easily connected to the

theme which has arisen from the material presented in Chapter 1: that of landscape-

related New Zealand identity.

Having said this, as we have seen through Chapter 2, there is a broad range of ways in

which composers from the latter part of the 20th century felt they were responding to the

land, environment, or landscape.  Cresswell’s and Birtwistle’s lamenting the loss of a

favourite childhood landscape ruined by development or commerce have fed into their

work, Rimmer’s and Davies’ fascination with the patterned movement of water have

been worked—to some extent consciously—into their compositional practices, and the

late 20th century has yielded an increasing number of works which use the word

‘landscape’ in their title yet are concerned with imaginary landscapes, or strata in the

earth, or urban landscapes.  Thus any consideration of notions of land(scape) and their

relationship to musical compositions require a relatively open definition for ‘landscape’.

With these considerations in mind, I have chosen seven New Zealand works written in the

twenty-year period from 1976, all for full or chamber orchestra, and all of which have been

linked in some way to the landscape.  Thus the oldest works are from 1976, and the most

recent work was completed in 1995, just prior to the year in which this study was

commenced.  The seven New Zealand works which have been selected for examination are:

Remember Parihaka (1994) by Anthony Ritchie (1960—)

Taranaki (1976) by Larry Pruden (1925 - 1982)

Landscapes for Orchestra (1987) by Leonie Holmes (1962—)

Symphony—The Islands (1992/95) by Christopher Blake (1949—)

Magma (1992) by Helen Bowater (1952—)

The Hills of Time (1980) by Ross Harris (1945—)

The Ring of Fire (1976) by John Rimmer (1939—)
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The selection of these works for detailed consideration called for a number of factors to

be considered.  Of primary importance was a requirement that the composers under the

microscope had spent most of their creative years living in New Zealand.  Thus certain

fine works such as Gillian Whitehead’s Resurgences (1989) were necessarily excluded.

A second consideration was to select a group of works which represents a wide span of

New Zealand’s orchestral writing styles from that period, and a (largely corresponding)

diversity of thinking about land and landscape.  Related to this stylistic spanning,

generational spread was also considered important: the composers’ birthdates here

range across a 37-year period, with the greatest gap being the 14 years between Pruden

(b.1925) and Rimmer (b.1939). Finally, geographical spread and a variety of training

within the country was also considered important: Ritchie lived in Christchurch where he

studied until the early 90s, at which point he moved to Dunedin; Pruden spent much of

his life in Wellington, and a little in Dunedin; Holmes has lived almost exclusively in

Auckland; Blake—also Christchurch trained—has spent significant periods of time in

Christchurch and Auckland but is now based in Wellington; Bowater studied in

Wellington but moved to Auckland in the early 90s after a year in each of Nelson and

Dunedin; Harris spent his early years in Christchurch and studied both there and in

Wellington, but spent most of his adult life in Wellington; and Rimmer has mostly lived

in Auckland.  It was also important to avoid choosing two works whose composers

shared overly similar backgrounds, for example Brigid Bisley’s Waipounamu (1995)

was excluded because she is of a similar age to Holmes, and they studied with the same

teachers in Auckland.

There is no single reliable bibliographical tool to which one may refer for full listings of

New Zealand works.  Publishers’ lists—especially those of Wai-te-ata Press and more

recently Promethean Editions—play a part, as do the lists of first performances noted in

Canzona magazine, and Philip Norman’s three editions of the Bibliography of New

Zealand Compositions, the most recent of which is dated 1991.  The bibliographies have

largely been incorporated into the most comprehensive listing, the database of New

Zealand works which is maintained by SOUNZ, and it is possible to have SOUNZ

apply certain selection criteria which can generate a specially sorted and refined list from

this database.

It must, however, be noted that the SOUNZ database cannot be considered complete;

reliably systematic gathering of such information is not possible, as most listings

depend on composers informing SOUNZ of their updated works lists.  Furthermore, the

way in which SOUNZ categorizes the works in their database affects the ways in which

targeted works lists are derived; for example, the list generated for ‘orchestral and

chamber orchestral works since 1975’ does not currently include Rimmer’s The Ring of
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Fire, as SOUNZ has categorized the work as being for chamber ensemble, rather than

chamber orchestra.  This is despite the fact that Wai-te-ata Press’s published score is

subtitled ‘for chamber orchestra’.  Thus any attempt at gathering a complete list of

‘eligible’ works for this study could only be partially successful if relying solely on the

standard information made readily available by SOUNZ.

The SOUNZ database also includes works written for amateur groups and school

orchestras, however it was important for this study that these works were largely

avoided; composers are more freely able to write what they really want to write when

player ability is less restricted.  Consequently, the selection of works also took into

account what SOUNZ categorizes as the level of difficulty.  This, again, was only

partially possible, as there are many works listed by SOUNZ for which there is no level

of difficulty recorded.

It was harder to achieve gender parity across the selection of works than generational

and regional diversity.  Interestingly, there are far fewer orchestral works written by

women which have been linked to the landscape than those written by men.  Given the

very high proportion of female composers in New Zealand, this discrepancy should not

be immediately dismissed.  In considering why this might be the case, one possible

theory hinges on a connection between notions of the land and the ‘Man Alone’ version

of the ‘Real New Zealander’; perhaps it is the male composers of this country who

more readily respond creatively to notions of landscape, or feel closer to the land in

some way.  This is paralleled by a similar observation made by Peter Gibbons with

reference to mid-century New Zealand literature, that

While men in the 1950s and 1960s laboured over war histories, books on sport, and
celebrations of the ‘back country’, women produced reminiscences which deal with a
wider range of human experiences or conditions [...] Women’s writing is more
concerned with people and their relationships than with national identity...2

The order in which these works are examined is neither chronological nor alphabetical,

but rather in an order which tends from the more traditional (less experimental) to the

less traditional.  There cannot be a precise order for such, as experiments in music can

occur on many levels, however it is fair to say that Remember Parihaka, written for the

Dunedin Sinfonia, is a work with traditional modal and tonal harmonies and

conventional orchestration reminiscent of writing from earlier in the century, whereas

The Ring of Fire, written for the London Sinfonietta, is considerably less conventional,

and presents a number of significant challenges for the performers.  The group of works

spans many of the orchestral writing styles of New Zealand notated music from that

time period.

2 P. Gibbons, ‘Non-fiction’, OHNZL, p.79.
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I have used the nomenclature devised by Allen Forte for his set theory as the basis of the

pitch analysis, being an efficient and internationally recognized form for demonstrating

the main pitch relationships in post-tonal music.  This is not, however, analysis based on

set theory as such, since each work requires that it be assessed on its own terms, and

most display (fleeting) nods to tonality and/or modality on some levels.  The overall

shaping of the work, and the effects derived, are of primary importance, however by

collecting together various pitches into musical ‘segments’ which seem to belong

together (either in a vertical or a horizontal collection), the internal relationships of these

pitch class sets can be examined and compared with other such segments.  In this way,

chordal or melodic material may be compared across the work, complementary and other

set relationships may be uncovered, and internal patternings may be revealed.

It might be expected, in a country where the ‘Tone Clock’ theory of Peter Schat has

been translated into English by Jenny McLeod and is espoused by a number of

composers as a compositional and/or analytical tool, that there might have been some

temptation to use Tone Clock nomenclature in place of Forte’s set numbers.  I have

resisted this temptation, as in my view there is nothing the Tone Clock can offer here

which set theory cannot provide, and the Forte set numbers are more universally

recognized.

Rhythmic analysis has been made on a case-by-case basis, while looking out for any

special internal features such as Fibonacci relationships.  It is neither wise nor fully

possible to take an absolutely uniform analytical approach to all of the works, and there

is nothing for rhythm in 20th century music which parallels set theory’s general

applicability to pitch.  To some extent, each work requires analysis according to its own

‘rules’ and priorities of construction as the 20th century has not been a time of

‘common practice’ amongst composers, or for that matter artists.

Writing in 1989 on the nature of ‘today’s pluralism’, Pieter van den Toorn argued for a

re-evaluation of the purpose and effectiveness of music analysis:

It is not possible to claim for the music of this century’s (assumed) leading
composers, or for the music of many of these composers taken individually, a
common ground of ‘practice’ that is comparable in determinacy to that of past tonal
eras or past tonal composers; it is not possible to claim, in other words, that the
musical eccentricities of this century are similar in kind to those of familiar bygone
eras and that, with the grace of time, a commonality will assert itself along the
familiar lines of what the future generation will deem relevant and essential to itself.3

3 P.C. van den Toorn, ‘What Price Analysis?’, JMT, Spring 1989, v.33 no.1, pp.165-190 (see in
particular p.169).
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The degree to which the ways in which musical works are segmented affects the pitch

analytical outcomes is clearly explained by van den Toorn, as is the inherent circularity

of any revelations which result from overlapping segmentation, much as those overlaps

are invited by contemporary music’s frequent tendency to be self-referential (rather than

referring to some more common stylistic or formal plans).  In analysing these New

Zealand works, it is important to avoid treading a circular path which proves nothing.

The challenge remains: to take each work on its own terms, revealing those features of

innermost importance, and proceeding to unveil any significant links or commonalities

within and between any or all of the works.  Any common bundle of characteristics

which may be revealed could potentially answer some of the questions about the

relationship between the music written here and the notions of musical influence

stamped onto it by New Zealand, the country.

4.2 Remember Parihaka (1994)

by Anthony Ritchie (1960—)

Anthony Ritchie moved to Dunedin in 1988 to take up the position of Mozart Fellow at

the University of Otago.  Before this he was based in Christchurch, and so (apart from a

year spent in Budapest studying the music of Bartók) he has spent most of his creative

career in the South Island of New Zealand.  His father, John Ritchie (1921—) is also a

composer, living and working in Christchurch.  John Ritchie undertook graduate study

in the 1950s with Walter Piston in America, but it is generally acknowledged that his

musical style has been most influenced by the English pastoral style.  Although

Anthony Ritchie has strong interests in Eastern European and Maori musics, his writing

is often formally and orchestrationally conservative, and in some ways shares the more

traditional hallmarks of his father’s compositional style.

Lasting seven and a half minutes, Remember Parihaka (unpublished) was written in

1994 during the composer’s residency with the Dunedin Sinfonia.  To the extent that

music can be ‘about’ anything, this piece is about the struggle at Parihaka in 1881.

Pakeha at that time were confiscating much Maori land, however the Maori at Parihaka,

under the authority of Te Whiti, had been resisting land confiscation by peaceful means.

The Government’s reaction was to send in troops who seized the village, dispelled its

inhabitants, and arrested the leaders of the resistance who were sent as imprisoned

labourers to distant Dunedin. Ritchie’s interest in the Parihaka story sprang from its

connection with the Dunedin area, and was informed by Dick Scott’s 1987 book Ask

That Mountain—The Story of Parihaka.
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The significance of the Parihaka story to the history of Maori and Pakeha relations is

well documented.  Albert Wendt has written of the sadness of the mountain, Mount

Taranaki—which rises above Parihaka—and the extent to which the mountain and its

sadness is central to his writing.4  A sense of place is thus fundamental to the story, and

the story is believed to have imbued the place with a very particular set of moods and

memories.  Remember Parihaka is thus also associated with Pakeha questioning of the

‘Bicultural New Zealand’ myth.

Ritchie says of the work:

Remember Parihaka attempts to sum up thoughts and feelings about the events of
Parihaka.  It is not pictorial in style, but rather creates moods.  The slow opening is
peaceful, with melodic fragments slowly unfolding into a fuller, more passionate
statement.  Flutes and oboe announce a chant-like theme, signalling the beginning of
a faster, more agitated section.  This alternates with a more European-sounding theme
on solo violins accompanied by drum, and later taken up by the other strings.

At the heart of the work various motifs come together over a slow, grinding bass
pattern, bringing the work to a climax.  In the postlude that follows, the tranquillity
of the opening is re-established, now tinged with sadness.5

The work is in a fairly straightforward ternary form, and the principal climax occurs at

the traditional point, near the end of the central section.  Musical ideas are mostly

sustained by fairly straightforward means: repetition with gradual upward movement,

repetition with expanded orchestral forces, and sequential transposition of melodic and

harmonic ideas.  The degree of unity is high in all respects; a small number of musical

ideas are juxtaposed and reiterated, often over pedal bass-lines.

Ritchie’s intention to create moods is largely achieved through the harmonies. F appears

often as a sort of tonal centre throughout the work, and the opening and closing

harmony is F-G-C, set [3-9] which may be thought of as stacked perfect fifths, and

which in many respects functions in the rôle of tonic chord.  The set [3-9], together with

[3-11] (the minor/major triad), contribute to most of the principal note sets throughout,

most consistently through frequent reiteration of perfect fifths common to both sets.

The ‘slow, peaceful’ opening section to which Ritchie refers (bb.1-31, which I shall call

Section I) uses mostly low, muted strings and pairs of woodwind instruments.  The pace

is slow, and perfect fifths predominate.  Thus the work appears to open (and close) with

the landscape itself, portrayed by the long held pedals, fifths and [3-9] sets together with

intermittent calling figures played by the winds set above in a higher register.  A held

4 A. Wendt, ‘Pacific Maps and Fiction(s)’, Asian and Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities,
Nationalities, ed. J. Barnes. Bundoora, 1995, pp.13-44.
5 A. Ritchie, Remember Parihaka. Dunedin, 1994: programme notes from first performance at Glenroy
Auditorium, Dunedin, 13 March 1994.
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low F from the beginning fades out as a first violin melody leads upwards in the middle

of the section to a high C (b.17), a transition followed by the bass-line, which leaves the

reiterated ‘tonic’ reference point of F-G-C (b.17) and arrives on C in bar 21, which

settles in as if a dominant pedal.

Melodic material is limited in this work, and the harmonies tightly knit; economy of

harmony is evident from the beginning.  In the first nine bars all material segments into

four [3-9] set blocks.  There are nine pitch classes in those nine bars, and the unused

pitch classes also form another (complementary) [3-9] set (see Fig. 4.1); this is a

particularly clear example of the harmonic economy which pervades the work:

Fig. 4.1: A. Ritchie Remember Parihaka: reduction, bars 1-9:
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The combination of these first two [3-9] sets initially at bar 3, each of which arise from

stacked perfect fifths, gives a 6-member set: the diatonic hexachord [6-32].  This is the

diatonic hexachord on which renaissance music theory was built.  It contains no tritones,

which produces an atmosphere with an inherent equilibrium, sustainable without any

tonal drive towards a resolution.  And yet the set is also a subset of the major scale and

the descending melodic minor scale; this establishes a harmonic world in which there is

an ambiguity between modality and tonality, an ambiguity which is largely maintained

throughout the work.  In using this diatonic hexachord, Ritchie uses a harmonic

language strikingly similar to much of Douglas Lilburn’s mid-period work.  Looking
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ahead to bar 9 we find two [3-9] sets, this time recombined to a different purpose, and

forming set [6-7], the hexachord which is saturated with tritones: once again, a strong

tonal pull in one direction or another is avoided, as each tritone would pull in a different

direction from the other two, so again this creates a harmonic ambivalence.

Towards the end of Section I (in bb.29-30) sets [4-20] with their triad-plus-semitone

resolve onto [3-9] sets, as the bassline climbs chromatically.  The chromatic climb

continues, as set [4-22] appears from bar 31, and the increased tension which arises

from the climb enhances a dissonant drive in through the beginning of Section II

(bb.32-44), where Ritchie’s ‘fuller, more passionate statement’ occurs, leading to a

series of [3-9] sets which support the melody from bar 34.  Fullness is achieved partly

through fuller orchestration, with strings unmuted, and increased ‘passion’ is achieved

by the rising violin melody which works through a series of diatonic tetrachords

stacking on top of each other.  This series of tetrachords foreshadows the Lydian mode

melody which appears later, from bar 65, and could be considered to function

programmatically as a foreshadowing of the tragedy which is about to unfold.

As the violin melody rises through bars 32-38 its pitch is suspended on the first beat of

each bar, as the harmony below shifts gradually upwards from one [3-9] chord to the

next, while a simple viola melody also rises; the effect thus created is one of gradually

increasing suspense.  It is interesting to note that as far as the end of Section II, 75% of

the bars contain an open fifth, each of these produced by same or very similar

instruments and thereby making the open fifths clearly audible.

Section III (bb.45-145) alternates between two types of material: the ‘chant-like theme’

which appeared from bar 45 in the high woodwind, and the ‘more European-sounding

theme’ first introduced from bar 65 by the violins.  The open fifths which were so

prevalent in the first two sections are no longer prominent; instead, there is a focus on

fourths, another aspect of the [3-9] set (see Fig. 4.2).
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Fig. 4.2: A. Ritchie Remember Parihaka: bars 48-51
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Here, Ritchie’s description of the musical evocations he was seeking is perhaps slightly

at odds with the final result.  One suspects that the ‘chant-like’ music is intended to be a

musical representation of the Maori people, and the ‘more European’ music to be

representative of the Pakeha forces, set against each other with a polarity reminiscent of

Beethoven’s The Battle of Vittoria Op. 91.  As far as a ‘chant-like theme’ is concerned,

one may see in Fig. 4.2 that each of the woodwinds’ melodic use of set [3-1], or three

neighbouring pitch classes, bears at least superficial resemblances to Maori chant or

flute melodies in its chromatic winding around a central pitch.  Furthermore, the 3-part

counterpoint which is created using divisi flutes together with oboes is effectively a stack

of fourths or [3-9] sets with chromatic bends in it, although here the stacking occurs in a

downwards direction, unlike the consistent upward motion found throughout Sections I

and II.

Chromatic slithering and doubling at the fourth are two recognized techniques of

musical exoticism, including rustic and Celtic connotations, and this evocation of ‘other’

is very familiar from much of western art music’s lexicon of the exotic.6  However in

this case the speed of the chromatic winding, and the regular off-beat pulsing of the

quavers, detracts from an overt chant-like mood; the music is too slow to create a really

effective sense of urgency yet too fast to portray chant-like characteristics.  The sections

of [3-1] are overlapped with string sections of simple harmonic content, picking up the

same quaver pulse in a way which might perhaps have been intended to musically evoke

the image of one group of waiting Maori calling to another.

6 M.V. Pisani ‘“I’m an Indian Too”: Creating Native American Identities in Nineteenth-and Early
Twentieth-Century Music’, The Exotic in Western Music. ed. J. Bellman. Boston, 1998, pp.218-257.
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Ritchie’s description ‘more European-sounding’ for the two-part quaver-driven music

which appears from bar 65 may be initially mystifying, if one imagines the reference is

to western art music. It seems most likely that this music was intended to represent the

invading troops, with its use of hand-held drum accompaniment, the pairs of repeating

flute notes (as if from a small army bugle) and the indication ‘fiddle-style’ in the

strings’ scoring.  Interestingly, in much European music these elements are often used

to refer to older folk music, or peasant music from Europe and elsewhere, in contrast to

western art music.

Maori music does not resemble folk musics of these other places as it does not utilize

wide-ranging melodic lines or involve string instruments such as fiddles, so a contrast is

possible, although one might imagine that having characterised Maori with melodic

material involving small steps then the composer might have contrasted the ‘other’

music by using larger leaps, timbral contrast, or even a different speed.  To some extent

there are obvious contrasts: the theme does include larger leaps than before, although

most of the melodic movement is still stepwise, and the use of slow staccato bassoon

arpeggi provides a textural difference, together with the aforementioned flute buglings

and the drum rhythm.  Melodically, the theme uses the diatonic set [7-35], which is of

Europe rather than of Maori.  Beneath the Bb Lydian mode melody which appears from

bar 65, the functional root of the structural set-up (with Violin II solo and bassoons

outlining a G minor chord) is G, giving an additional Dorian mode emphasis.  The

relationship of this G minor chord to the D minor ‘key’ of this section highlights a

modal subdominant-tonic relationship.

Raising the fourth of a scale (which is one way of describing the Lydian mode) has been

described by Michael Pisani as a ‘Gypsy-Turkish’ device which (using Jonathan

Bellman’s labelling), together with a ‘thumping 2/4’, ‘harmonic stasis’, ‘ornaments and

exaggerated dynamics effects to imitate percussion’ and ‘repeating fourths and drone

fifths as harmony’ have often been used in western art music to depict ‘the total savage

abandon of the passions and intoxication of the senses.’7  This ‘European’ music has

more of the connotations of a peasant dance than of an invasion.

The dance-like image persists through bars 79 to 82 (see Fig. 4.3), where the otherwise

steady quadruple tempo is temporarily interrupted by a jaunty syncopated triple time.

The harmonic pacing is faster through these bars, and there is a textural thickening as

7 ibid., p.230.
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supersets of cardinality 4 appear more prominently as the harmony moves swiftly

through [3-11], [4-22], [4-19] and [3-9], all sets which have occurred earlier in the work,

and which are partially related to each other.

Fig. 4.3: A. Ritchie Remember Parihaka. reduction, bars 79-82:
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[3-11] [4-22] [4-19] [3-9]

The  rising upper line here is mirrored by the descending bass-line, creating an opening-

out which, together with the quickened harmonic pace, leads the return to the ‘chant-

like’ material, followed in bar 90 by a return of the ‘European-sounding theme’, more

syncopated, with doublings at the octave and gradually utilizing the full orchestra.  This

time the theme lasts a little longer, from bars 99 to 104, presumably signifying the

strength and stamina of the European forces relative to the resisting Maori.  Through

Section III the rate at which the two types of material are alternated increases, reaching a

climax where, on the upbeat to bar 111, there is the first of a series of irregular

percussion strikes (which resemble gunshots), and the quaver pulses are often

interrupted with brief, belliferous material from the horns, while the chant-like material is

gradually dispelled and diminished; the European might has been victorious.

Section IV (bb.146-169), Ritchie’s ‘heart of the work [where] various motifs come

together over a slow, grinding bass pattern, bringing the work to a climax’8 uses celli

and double basses to provide a repeating sequence of three parallel open-fifths chords

which may be seen in combination as [5-35] (Eb, F, G, Bb, C), which is a semitone-free

pentatonic mode and also the complement of the diatonic set.  C with F is re-established

as the modal-sounding axis of tonic and subdominant, above which the ‘chant-like’

thematic material is scattered across the orchestral palette, building up to a climax by

way of thickening orchestration, with a sudden drop in volume from bar 168 prior to the

postlude: the return of material from Sections I and II, slightly altered.  In this partial

recapitulation the fourths are removed and only the fifths remain.  Ritchie’s description

8 A. Ritchie, Remember Parihaka.  Dunedin, 1994: programme notes from first performance at
Glenroy Auditorium, Dunedin, 13 March 1994.
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of this postlude ‘tinged with sadness’ is created by the comparatively low tessitura of

the violin melody, and the rather lonely horn solo, with its plaintive minor seventh rise (C

up to Bb, bb.181-183) followed by a ‘sigh’ onto A over a held chord F-G-C, set [3-9],

functioning again as an unconventional chord I in F major above which the horn and

flutes reminisce slowly over melodic fragments from the previous action; the landscape

is once again centre-stage, but imbued with a memory of the tragic events.

Rhythmically, the work is quite straightforward.  The fastest notes are the semiquavers

from bar 134, but these are really just double-bowed quavers.  Movement is mostly

reserved for the beat, and where syncopations do occur they are fairly simple.  Irregular

emphases only occur within a constant pulse context in this work, so the rhythm is

rarely de-stabilized, and there is a general simplicity about the rhythmic treatments.

Ritchie’s use of the orchestra is traditional, which is partly a product of his musical

inheritance, and partly because of the semi-professional composition of the Dunedin

Sinfonia, many members of which were not full-time professional musicians.  His

straightforward approach to orchestration, chord spacing and rhythm have thus kept the

analytical focus mostly on pitch.  In general, the work exhibits qualities of stasis and

simplicity, its backdrop being a relatively uncluttered ‘view of the landscape’.  The

extra-musical aspects of the work do not lend themselves to the Man Alone idea, but

rather they are ‘post-80s’ in their connection to the specifically New Zealand problem

of the evaporation of the bi-cultural myth.

4.3 Taranaki—A Centenary Overture for New Plymouth (1976)

by Larry Pruden (1925-1982)

Larry Pruden grew up in New Plymouth, the main city in the Taranaki district, where he

lived until the age of 26.  As a child, he learned piano and organ, but was largely self-

taught in composition, although he did receive guidance from a gifted uncle.  Pruden

attended the second Cambridge Summer Music School in 1947 where he was tutored in

composition by Douglas Lilburn, and the experience was so stimulating he returned for

a further four summers before gaining a bursary which took him to London to study at

the Guildhall School of Music and Drama.  While at the Guildhall he studied with

Benjamin Frankel, alongside fellow New Zealand composers David Farquhar, Edwin

Carr and Robert Burch.

Upon his return to New Zealand in 1955, Pruden returned to Wellington, and worked in

a series of jobs including the New Zealand Broadcasting Service, the Listener (spending

some time as sub-editor for the magazine) and as Music Librarian, while also
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maintaining an active musical life as conductor, timpanist, composer, critic and teacher.

When he was awarded the Mozart Fellowship in 1975 Pruden was able, for the first time

since returning to New Zealand twenty years earlier, to focus on composition without the

demands of other employment.  Upon his return to Wellington in 1977 he freelanced as

conductor and composer until his death five years later.

Pruden died early from a brain tumour at the age of 57, leaving a relatively small

collection of works.  In an obituary for Pruden, Robert Burch reminisced about

Pruden’s orchestrational skills, ‘vast collection of records’, and familiarity with all the

performers in Europe.9  Pruden’s favourite composers were apparently Berlioz, Mahler

and Delius, and much of his orchestration technique was gained by careful studying of

scores by these composers.

Lilburn’s call to composers to write music which responded in some way to the

landscape was taken very seriously by Pruden, many of whose works have landscape

titles such as Akaroa (1974), Haast Highway (1975), Harbour Nocturne (1956),

Lambton Quay (1959) and Westland—A Back-Country Overture (1960).  Pruden was

also commissioned to write music for a number of nature documentary films, mostly

films about birds.  This film music composing occurred over a period of twenty years or

so, from Legend of Birds (1960) through to New Zealand Falcon—Bird of Prey

(1980).

Of Taranaki, for which the full title is Taranaki—a Centenary Overture for New

Plymouth, Pruden wrote:

This work is the realisation of an idea I have had in my mind since adolescence.  All
the themes used in it were conceived between the ages of fifteen and eighteen when I
was living in New Plymouth.  Some were intended for a New Plymouth Suite,
planned at this time.[...] I knew that one day I would find a place for them in a piece
which would sing the glories of my home region.[...] For me this piece becomes a
trip back in time, to those distant and seemingly wonderful days of youth.10

The overture was commissioned by Radio New Zealand as a celebratory work to mark

the one hundredth anniversary of New Plymouth becoming a borough.  Written in 1976,

during Pruden’s Mozart Fellowship, the score is inscribed ‘30.7.76, Room 8, Ryburn

Wing, Knox College, Dunedin’; Knox College is the second oldest of the University of

Otago’s Halls of Residence.  Taranaki received its first performance in September

1976.

9 R. Burch, ‘Larry Pruden 1925-1982’, Canzona, January 1983, v.4, no.14, p.2.
10 L. Pruden quoted by R. Burch on the sleeve notes for New Zealand Composer Edition vinyl
recording Larry Pruden (1925-1982), published by Kiwi/Pacific Record Ltd. in 1983 using recordings
supplied by Radio New Zealand from the work’s première in September 1976.
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Taranaki is a fairly typical concert overture in its sequential presentation of a number of

themes, with a small amount of contrapuntal interplay and some exchange of material

between thematic areas.  It uses a standard orchestra including two percussionists

(besides the timpanist) and piano.

During the course of two analytical pieces in Canzona in 1985, in which Pruden’s

Harbour Nocturne and String Trio (1953-55) are treated in some detail, Margaret

Mabbett noted of Pruden’s harmonic style that his works use ‘diatonic scales and

bitonal chords with a liking for the less dissonant 5th and 3rd relationships.’11

Taranaki demonstrates all of these aspects, and a particular feature is the stacking of

alternating major and minor thirds, giving rise to many perfect fifths and very few

diminished fifths; those which do appear are distinctive.  Thus the building blocks are

very often triads, which are at times overlaid or stacked up to create sevenths (major or

minor) and major 9ths, and overall the work has a D major tonal structure.

There are three distinct themes in the work, and a number of adapted forms of those

themes.  The themes are often fragmented and used as short contrapuntal interjections,

which on occasions foreshadow the full thematic statement.  Between the posts of the

work’s strong D major opening and its harmonically similar ending, themes appear in

related keys, yet the chordal supports are often more ambivalent; there is in effect a sort

of modal treatment going on in localized areas, yet the larger-scale architecture is tonal.

This is first evident in bar 5 where the D major harmonic substrate is developed a little

by adding a B, creating a minor seventh stack, set [4-26], which exemplifies the

major/minor thirds stacking and also makes tonal reference to D major’s (natural)

relative minor, B.  This establishes early the way in which much of the work’s harmonic

development will occur, and leads directly into Theme 1 (bb.9-18: see Fig. 4.4).  The

mood is elated, particularly so because of the tempo and the fast hocketing between

timpani and strings, and the energized major chord imbued with a vibrant innocence

suggests the ‘glories of [Pruden’s] home region’ as described in the quotation above.

Theme 1, played by unison horns, is supported by the upper strings playing an

alternation of D major and C major chords which gives the theme a D-mixolydian

quality, above which the quite angular melody rises and falls based on two (natural

minor) seventh chords (or set [4-26]) based on B and E, formed by the major/minor

thirds alternation described above.  The stack is expanded in bar 16 to produce an 11th

stack (set [6-32] which, as noted in Chapter 4.2, is the diatonic hexachord which

contains no tritones.  Here we see a partial departure from the tonality of the opening

11 M. Mabbett, ‘Larry Pruden, Harbour Nocturne (1956)’, Canzona, October 1985, v.7 no.21, p.28.
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bars, both in the Debussy-like alternation of the strings’ neighbouring root-position

major chords, and in the expansion beyond D major due to the extension of the thematic

melody line’s alternating thirds.

Fig. 4.4: L. Pruden Taranaki  Theme 1, reduction, bars 9-18:

There are also harmonic expansions of a similar nature created by the woodwind

interjections which appear above Theme 1 from bar 11, expanding the chordal material

in bar 11 to a major 9th chord on C (set [5-27]) and in bar 14 to an 11th chord on B.

These interjections are actually foreshadowing the opening material of Theme 2, as is the

melody played by the trumpets in bars 20-26; Theme 2 is not fully stated until the first

violins’ entry in bar 28.  There is further foreshadowing of Theme 2 by the trumpets in

bars 20-26; the theme is not fully stated until the first violins’ entry in bar 28:
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Fig. 4.5: L. Pruden Taranaki. reduction, Theme 2, bars 28-44:

The character of this second theme is more playful, with its crotchet pulses and

syncopations, in contrast to the first theme’s more expansive pacing alla breve with its

triplet groupings.  Again, there is a ‘modal’ thirds-related harmonic basis to the first

violins’ melody, which is supported by the horns alternating major and minor thirds

over a D basis.  Thus D major and D minor appear to be equally important, and A major

is also alluded to in the melody itself.  The D major/D minor amvibalence is not a

serious harmonic struggle, with A major functioning in a dominant role to both, and the

lightweight pulsing quaver treatment gives a relaxed, easy-going air.  Short interjections

from piccolo, glockenspiel and ‘cello add further lightness.  In bar 37 the harmonies

develop a little, and interest in the pulsing horn parts is maintained by a rotation of the

three pitches D, E and G, set [3-7] which may be heard as ii7, and in bars 41 and 42 a

brief Eb chord sits in Neapolitan relation to the following return to an enhanced D major

harmony.  Thus in its D major/minor and dominant chord presentations, expanded triad

groups and Neapolitan relationships, this theme also exhibits both tonal and modal

elements.
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There is further thematic development when Theme 2 is adopted and adapted by the

woodwinds from bar 45, the strings picking up the pulsing on thirds, and the first violins

playing a countermelody derived from Theme 1 together with the triadic element from

the opening of the work.  The violins then present a melody in octaves from bar 61

which at first sounds like a new theme, but then mutates into a version of Theme 1 as the

octaves drop to a single line played by the second violins.

Fig. 4.6: L. Pruden Taranaki. strings reduction, bars 61-73:

The harmonies played by the lower strings which support this melody are again mostly

sevenths and ninths, and of the type which results from an alternation of major and

minor thirds, with others forming a triad+fifth (which is part of the same continuum).

The use of ‘dirtied’ or ‘spiced’ triads (‘triads + wrong-note’) occurred in Remember

Parihaka, and is also a common feature of the harmonic structures favoured by Lilburn

in much of his instrumental writing; McAlpine’s analytical work on Lilburn’s music has
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identified this sort of spiced-triad harmonic grouping, giving what she describes as ‘a

spiky but tonal sound, not unlike those neoclassical works which combine tonic and

dominant into a single chord.’12

Thus far, the dance-like pulsing and long-ranging melodies underpinned by major and

minor triadic harmonies are reminiscent of Aaron Copland’s rural landscapes in which

human activity is evident, such as in Appalachian Spring (1943-44) or The Red Pony

(1948).  However when Theme 3 arrives at bar 120, the nostalgia of the more intimate

solo violin and piano duet in F major is contrastingly poignant, and emerges from the

bustling orchestral texture redolent of another musical world in a way not unlike Charles

Ives’ use of incongruous musical materials and references.  Harmonically, the writing is

more Romantic in its use of harmonic drive and melodic non-harmony notes, despite a

thin and delicate texture; the melody is a very long and arching waltz:

Fig. 4.7: L. Pruden Taranaki. Theme 3 (violin and piano), bars 120-135:

Theme 3 is adopted by tutti strings and moved to the subdominant key of Bb major

from bar 140, where it becomes gradually surrounded by a fuller orchestral texture,

much of which is created from fragmented pieces of the theme and often doubled in

12 F.E. McAlpine, ‘The Impact of Serialism on the Music of Douglas Lilburn’, Research Chronicle of
the New Zealand Musicological Society, v.6, 1999, p.69.
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perfect fifths.  The four horns then present a thematic statement from bar 155, at the end

of which at bar 165 a sudden ff outburst of repeated string chords play a relatively

dissonant chord (set [5-20]).  Here, registral separation is significant in leading the ear

to hear this harmony as two separate systems juxtaposed: the bass register with a stack

of fifths (F-C-G)—the same set [3-9] which was so pervasive in Ritchie’s Remember

Parihaka—and the treble with its (now typical) major seventh chord, this time with a Db

root.  A persistent F in the bass provides an anchor while the other voices move in

similar but not parallel motion, as Major/minor/Major thirds stacks alternate with

minor/Major/minor thirds.

This darker chord [5-20] lingers to bar 176, where an adapted form of Theme 3 is

presented by the first horn playing cantabile con amore and altered to fit a duple time

signature, yet one is left with a sense of this being the calm before the storm.  It will be

noted that the extramusical landscape backdrop for this work is geographically the same

as that for Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka, and yet the two works are strongly

contrasting in mood due to the contrast between Pruden’s happy memories of childhood

and Ritchie’s consideration of the struggle at Parihaka.  Pruden was not, however,

unaware of the importance of the Parihaka struggle, nor its lasting effects on the sense

of the place, and referred to this in his programme notes (quoted by Robert Burch on the

recording sleeve) with the mention ‘this friendly landscape was long ago the scene of

bitter and murderous strife.’13  Pruden also indicated that the percussive outburst which

appears from bar 192 ‘could be taken as a reminder’ of this, leaving the listeners free to

decide for themselves.14

Whether a reference to the struggle or not, the horn’s adapted presentation of Theme 3

from bar 176 leads into an area of darkening and increasingly unstable harmonies

played by the lower strings in each bar from bar 183, gradual voice-leading moving the

harmony from a 1st inversion Db minor chord through a series of chords to bar 187

where a thicker [5-35] pentatonic set is played ominously pp con sordini, followed at

bar 188 by a full [7-35] set which is not inherently special in its Gb major content, but in

the gradual accumulation of pitch classes (see Fig. 4.8) and in its being comprised of so

many open fifths played—as in Ritchie’s example—by like instruments, thus enhancing

the prominence of the fifths.

13 L. Pruden quoted by R. Burch on the sleeve notes for New Zealand Composer Edition vinyl
recording Music of Larry Pruden (1925-1982), published by Kiwi/Pacific Records Ltd.
14 ibid.
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Fig. 4.8

This final chord is held while the first flute innocently reiterates a short, rather bird-like

B major triadic fragment (enharmonically equivalent to three pitches in the underlying

harmony), echoing the reiterated fragment from Theme 3 which also opened the work.

The fragment is siezed and transformed into a 3-player percussion frenzy which lasts

for 22 bars, at the conclusion of which (b.211) the chord from bar 189 returns,

rearranged and a semitone higher, pianissimo and diminuendo, and some sense of the

original pleasant atmosphere is restored.

With the climax behind them, all three themes are referred to again, however the thematic

order is reversed: Theme 3 returns from bar 273, effectively in G major  and emerging

from a D pedal, fragments of Theme 2 return mostly in Bb from bar 295, and Theme 1

is represented in D major from bar 310.  The return of Theme 3 is in many ways the

most dramatic, as it starts slowly in measured minims and tied notes, but as the melody

reaches its midway point in bar 289 a sweeping crescendo and glissando breaks out the

remainder of the melody in full-blown Romantic treatment, played by unison strings

with the first violins ottava supra and counterposed with richly harmonized fragments

resembling Theme 1 played by brass and basses.  This drama has the effect of

dispelling the dark sinister aspects of what has gone before, and the remaining thematic

recapitulations recapture the carefree gaiety of the work’s opening.  The work ends on a

short coda from bar 318 which is a glorified and textured D major chord.

The ways in which the fragmented melodic gestures appear scattered about the orchestra

are typical of the ways in which some composers represent birdsong, and one is

reminded that Pruden did write a number of film scores for documentaries about birds.

However there appears to be no hard evidence to suggest that this sort of imitation was

necessarily intended; fragmented imitation is not exclusive to musical evocation of

birdsong.

The fragmented version of Theme 2 which appears from bar 300 is played in thirds by

the horns, underneath which the bass-line also moves between Bb and Db; this strong

utilization of thirds is in keeping with Mabbett’s observations noted above, and is also

akin to some of Lilburn’s bass-line motion, particularly in the calmer works where stasis
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is primary.  And as we have already seen, earlier statements of Theme 2 have called for

alternation between a pair of chords which are not in a dominant-tonic relationship, as

well as the first statement of Theme 1 which relies on neighbouring major triads.

The interval of the perfect fifth appears in over 40% of the bars in the work, often as part

of the major/minor thirds stacking described above and less often as open fifths.

Likewise, held notes akin to ‘pedals’ appear in about 60% of the work, although they

often move into or out of thematic material in some way.  Although the harmonic

language is quite plain in many ways, the orchestration fairly standard, and the

requirements from each instrument well within normal playing range, there is an

intricacy about some of the orchestral doublings, particularly in the ways that Pruden

fragmented themes and created contrapuntal areas from them.  Perhaps the most

characteristic compositional aspect of Pruden’s style is the way in which his thematic

material interacts in a lively and constantly evolving way, with one theme often

‘morphing’ into another.

4.4 Landscapes for Orchestra (1987)

by Leonie Holmes (1962—)

Written when Leonie Holmes had just spent a year in Nelson as their first Composer-in-

Residence—a year which followed immediately from her graduating Master of Music

from the University of Auckland—this short work is understandably still fairly

immature.  Because it is a youthful work, its immaturity may potentially reveal more

clearly certain stylistic fingerprints which reflect the musical environment through which

Holmes had been developing.

The ‘landscapes’ which are alluded to in the title are sonic landscapes rather than actual

places in New Zealand, although it must be noted that while studying towards her

Masters degree with John Rimmer a couple of years earlier, Holmes had done some

focused study on a range of New Zealand compositions which had connections to new

Zealand’s physical landscapes, and in retrospect she considers that some of these ideas

probably filtered into the work in some way.15  As explained in Chapter 4.1, the

exploration of works here is not particularly concerned with pinning down direct

connections between specific landforms and the musical works; rather, it is an

investigation into a range of New Zealand works which has an acknowledged connection

15 L. Holmes, personal communication, 10 June 1998.
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with the concept of land or landscape, and as such is more likely to exhibit features often

referred to loosely as exhibiting aspects of New Zealand national style which so many

writers have claimed has been influenced by some notion of the land.

Landscapes has been performed twice: once in a Young Composers’ Workshop given

by the Auckland Philharmonic Orchestra, and once later that year as part of a prize-

winners’ concert (the work received second prize) by the Wellington Youth Orchestra.

There are no commercial recordings available.

The 9-minute work is essentially ternary in form; it opens and closes with a solo flute

melody (the ending quietly accompanied).  The woodwind section develops a brief

counterpoint out of the solo flute opening, and the strings provide mostly sustained

block chords throughout the work; brass and percussion appear occasionally, in

relatively minor roles throughout.  The characterisation of the families of instruments

holds fairly constant: discursive counterpoint in the woodwind, occasionally joined by

the brass; homophonic writing in the strings which later develops into more activity

(mostly homophonic or simple 2-part) building up to a climax around bars 107-115, at

which point the timpani begin a steady crotchet pulsing.  The pulsing breaks off at bar

142, as the flute performs frenetic runs and trills, then a calm chordal section leads

gently into the recapitulation of the flute melody from the beginning.

The harmony is structured by a sequence of pitches which provide transitory tonal

centres.  All twelve pitch classes are eventually involved in this sequence; some pitch

focuses return a few times, others occur only once.  The movement from one focus to

another occasionally occurs in a sequence which may be grouped as a major triad:

bars 81-89: G / bars 91-94: B / bars 95-98: D

bar 99: F# / bars 100-105: Bb (i.e. A#) / bars: 107-111 C#

The sense of tonality for some of these pitch centres is sometimes reinforced by use of

related pitches, for example in bars 1-10 the sense of E ‘tonic’ is reinforced by the use

of B in a ‘dominant’ role.  Likewise, in bars 17-31, the sense of C ‘tonic’ is reinforced

by the use of B in a ‘leading-note’ role.  Some sections of the music exist without

transitory centres, but rather in a temporarily ambiguous or unstable state, such as bars

36-44 (C/Ab ambiguity) and the instability of bars 51-53, 72-75, 105-106 and 151-153.

It must be noted that the unstable sections are very short, and arise from sequences of

sevenths or seconds which form short bridge passages between stabilized sections.
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Solo and block harmony textures predominate, with the accompaniment often involving

pitch sets of cardinality 4.  These very often comprise a major triad and one extra pitch;

the extra pitch is most often neighbouring (by a semitone) one of the pitches of the triad.

For example:

• bar 18 beat 4 (winds) [4-18] is made of an E major chord together with an F.

•  bar 32 (winds) [4-16] is made of an E major chord together with a G natural.

•  bar 36/37 (flutes and violas) [4-20] may be heard as an Ab major chord with a G.

Held unison pitches and chords appear in 57% of the work; where the sustained element

is chordal it generally exhibits one of these ‘major chord + neighbour’ harmonies.

Rare slight exceptions occur in bars 49-51 (d minor chord + Eb) and bars 63-66 (G7

chord + C#).

The use of ‘dirtied’ or ‘spiced’ triads has already been observed in Remember

Parihaka and Taranaki, and its kinship with the harmonic  practices of Douglas Lilburn

noted.  Some of the 4-pitch class sets used by Holmes may also be heard as two triads

overlaid; this occurs when the ‘wrong note’ element can form a triad with the two non-

neighbouring elements of the ‘triad + wrong note’ collection.  For example, in bar 77

there is an oscillating G-B bassline over which four harmonies appear: [4-24], [4-19],

[4-26] and [4-20] (see Fig. 4.9).
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Fig. 4.9: L. Holmes Landscapes for Orchestra: bar 77
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[4-24] [4-19] [4-26][4-20]

Of these, the [4-26] can be heard as overlaid E minor and G major chords, and the [4-

20] as overlaid Eb major and G minor chords.  Although this bar is quite harmonically

rich in the context of the work overall, a clarity is retained by avoiding octave-doublings

where there is instrumental doubling.

An earlier example of rich harmonies occurs in the section from letter A (bar 19): the

woodwinds’ rather striking C/G/C#, set [3-5], which in the context of earlier harmonic

descriptions in this work might be described as ‘perfect fifth + neighbour note’

expands out to form sets [4-16] and [4-18] in bar 20, the latter being an E major

harmony together with F.  These three harmonies continue in alternation to bar 23, after

which the brass play [4-18] in combination with the strings’ E/C/B, thus forming [5-22]

in which an E major chord has two neighbouring notes.  In bar 24 the brass and strings

combine to form a transposed version of the [4-16] set earlier presented by the

woodwind in bar 20; woodwind and strings then exchange [3-5], [4-16] and [4-18], of

which [4-16] is transposed but the other two are not.  Instrumental doublings here do

incorporate limited octave doublings.
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In the use of solo and block harmony distinctions, this work bears resemblances to

Remember Parihaka.  However Ritchie’s harmonies are far more homogeneous than

Holmes's, and his use of the orchestra often involves more simple divisions.  Holmes's

orchestration in Landscapes, while not being particularly sophisticated, is nonetheless

more flexible in the scoring: winds are sometimes brought in to double strings (and vice

versa), and harmonic blocks are sometimes moved from one set of instruments to

another.

The use of percussion is fairly straightforward: one timpanist is required, and another

percussionist to play snare drum, suspended cymbal and vibraphone.  The vibraphone

figures on repeated notes (e.g. bars 33/34, and 41) are particularly reminiscent of a

speeding-up rhythm very common amongst former students of John Rimmer.  Rimmer

(and company) often use feathered beaming in order to achieve this speeding-up effect;

here, in the Holmes work, we see the rhythms more exactly notated (and more

quantised) and yet the accelerating repeated notes are a strong reminder of Holmes's

principal composition teacher through the preceding years.

Rhythmic divisions are relatively simple; triplets and quintuplets appear at certain

moments, usually within an acceleration/deceleration rhythmic gesture; these occur on

single pitches and also in melodic lines.  Syncopation generally occurs by use of tied

quavers, or on the rare occasion semiquavers, so the underlying pulse is clearly

maintained at all times.

The exploratory, gradually-expanding pitch band of the opening flute melody is another

reminder of Rimmer’s style.  From a major second start, the initial 10-bar melody zig-

zags, opening out via diminished fourths to diminished fifths; bars 1-4 remain within the

confines of a diminished fifth range B-F, using only the octatonic set.  From bar 5 the

horizons expand rapidly, with leaps up to a major 9th, covering a pitch range of a major

14th.  Another notable feature of the freer melodic material in this work is that so many

of the short runs break out from one or two semitone steps and expand from there out to

much bigger fast leaps.  For example, the clarinet melody from bar 10 begins with two

semitone steps, and then introduces bigger leaps such as perfect fourths.

When the opening flute melody reappears, slightly altered, in the final section (from

b.161), it emerges from a held E, initially falling in a slightly different part of the bar, but

adjusting to the original emphasis quite readily.  Sections of the original melody are

stretched out, and short sections (such as bar 166) inserted, and in the final eight bars

the 1st oboe and then second flute provide a counterpoint.  The exploratory nature of the

original flute melody is here converted to a stabilized yet harmonically enriched
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reminiscence: the melody’s recapitulation occurs above a strong C pedal, above which

the harmony develops slowly from [4-20]—an inherently symmetrical set—to [6-Z25],

(A,B,C,D,E,F), fading out on this relatively rich harmony.

There are occasions in the work where a long held note is transferred from one

instrument to another.  Examples of this space-making, or more broadly gesturing,

musical idea occur in bars 9-10, where the clarinet absorbs the flute’s high E an octave

lower; in bar 11, where the clarinet’s Eb is absorbed by the strings’ octave Eb; and in

bar 101, where the viola pulls out the D from the Cello melody.   The appearance of a

unison melody played by low instruments at bar 80 is also worth noting as it is a whole-

tone melody.

Symmetrical patternings rarely occur here, although symmetrical note groupings are

occasionally referred to, for example the flute’s melody up to bar 5 uses the octatonic

set, and its melody in bars 52-54 briefly uses another mode of limited transposition, set

[9-12], followed by the whole-tone set.  Perhaps the most notably open feature of this

work is its clarity and transparence, both harmonically and in its use of the orchestral

instruments.  Nothing is technically difficult, nor is the degree of musicianship required

very taxing.  Contrapuntal areas are generally short, the most intricate of these being the

wind parts in bars 118-131, and rhythmically this is counterbalanced by the timpani’s

steady crotchets throughout the section.

Landscapes bears many of the same hallmarks as Remember Parihaka, particularly with

reference to the possible empty landscape qualities of relative simplicity, harmonic and

orchestrational transparence, and stasis.  There is no particular ‘story’ attached to the

work, so extra-musically there is nothing which would link it to any of the New Zealand

myths.  Its mood, largely influenced by the combination of the ‘spiced’ triad

combinations and the generally slow tempo, is often troubled, even anxious at times, and

could conceivably be linked to the ‘gothic’ strand of New Zealand cultural identifiers.

4.5 Symphony—The Islands (1992/95)

by Christopher Blake (1949—)

Christopher Blake was born in Christchurch, in 1949, and lived there until 1974, at

which point he travelled to England, returning to New Zealand in 1977.  His education in

New Zealand included gaining an engineering degree and a music degree, and then while

in the UK he did further postgraduate music study at the University of Southampton.
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Since returning to New Zealand, Blake has consistently worked in high-level

administrative positions, mostly with artistic or musical establishments.  Currently the

Chief Executive of the Department of Internal Affairs, Blake’s has previously held top

management positions with Canterbury Orchestra, National Opera of New Zealand, the

Auckland Philharmonia Orchestra, Concert FM (Radio New Zealand), the Ministry of

Cultural Affairs, and the National Library of New Zealand.  His composing has

necessarily been done outside long working hours; clearly, time management is one of

his many skills.

Blake’s ability to manage time, people and organizations is perhaps also manifest in

certain compositional practices, as may be seen in the way much of the writing utilizes

12-tone rows in systematic ways, and instrument groupings are consistently arranged.

His compositional development began under the tutelage of John Cousins in

Christchurch, who encouraged him to develop his own individual style, but did not lead

him to any particular compositional techniques.  It was during his time in Southampton,

where he studied with Eric Grabner and Jonathan Harvey, that Blake learned 12-tone

and other processes which were adopted as main compositional tools.  He talks of his

music having intellectual rigour, and freedom; a degree of balance between these two

appears to be an essential concern.  He agrees that he often uses some ‘other’ (extra-

musical) idea at, or near, the beginning of the compositional process but points out that

he ‘likes to have a range of intellectual arguments’ in his symphonic works.16

Blake’s combined interests in New Zealand history and landscape have often provided

titles for his compositions; such works as The Lamentations of Motuarohia for

chamber orchestra (1983) and Sounds—An Evocation of Tahuahua Queen Charlotte

Sound for wind quintet (1985).  Issues of New Zealandness became a conscious

concern from the point when he returned to this country; dealing with ideas of his

European legacy whilst not being concerned with Europe itself.  However he feels that

over the last twenty years, there has become ‘less of a need to fingerprint art as of New

Zealand’, and is currently more concerned with his own compositional evolution.17

At 44 minutes in length, Symphony—The Islands  is the longest work in this group of

New Zealand compositions, and written for the largest forces.  It was commissioned by

the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, who gave performances of the work in

Christchurch, Wellington and Auckland in 1996.  The NZSO is generally regarded as

16 C. Blake, personal communication, 13 February 1998.
17 ibid.
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the most capable orchestra in the country, and Blake was free to create rhythms of

moderate complexity, and write prominent solo lines (particularly for brass players) with

little fear that the writing would be beyond the players.

The title refers to the work’s extra-musical impetus: a set of three sonnets by the New

Zealand poet Charles Brasch (1909-1973).  Brasch was living in Wiltshire when he

wrote the poems (written in 1939/40, and published in 1948 by the Caxton Press), which

reflect his nostalgia for his own country; the poet was thinking back to New Zealand as

the threat of the War extended even there.

poems about New Zealand, now threatened also, with everything and everybody I
knew.  Most friends who read them thought these poems much better than any others
I had written.  It was late enough, if I was ever going to write well; I was nearly
thirty, and nothing yet to show for my life.  If the coming war killed me, I might as
well never have existed.18

Brasch did return to New Zealand at the end of the war, by which time he had

determined to establish a literary magazine (Landfall) with Denis Glover’s Caxton Press

as printers.  The unsettled and restless quality in the Brasch sonnets is compelling:

Brasch’s elegiac cadences expressed an uneasy feeling of rootlessness, exile, spiritual
impoverishment, . . . he spoke for an immature island nation . . . without due sense
of human continuity or of intimacy with the land. . . . Conducted mainly in terms of
the South Island landscape, Brasch’s poignant meditations reach beyond their local
origins to touch ‘the homelessness of the modern mind’.19

There are two published forms of the second sonnet, one fuller than the other; this

shorter version is not divided into stanzas, and the second original stanza is omitted.

Consequently, the form of the poem is of a ‘curtal sonnet’.  The first published form of

the three sonnets in Disputed Ground: Poems 1939-45 (1948) presented the fuller

version of the second sonnet, however the second sonnet (only) in ‘curtal sonnet’ form

was published in 1970 in Vincent O’Sullivan’s first edition Anthology of Twentieth

Century New Zealand Poetry.  This was almost certainly known to Blake, however the

version given in the score of Blake’s Symphony is the longer form.  After Brasch’s

death in 1973, the shorter version was again used when all three sonnets were included

in Alan Roddick’s 1984 volume Charles Brasch: Collected Poems, as Brasch had

decided that this should be the final form of the poem; however Bill Manhire’s 1993

volume 100 New Zealand Poems  contains the original, fuller version.

18 C. Brasch, Indirections: A Memoir 1909-1947. Wellington, 1980, pp.343-4.
19 MacD.P. Jackson, ‘Poetry: Beginnings to 1945’, OHNZL, p.438.
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Here is the (fuller) version of the three poems presented in the preface to Blake’s score:

The Islands
I

Darkness and light in archetypal sway
Keep there for ever shore and grove and height,
From those whose unfailing music grows that rite
In which the creatures offer up their day.

Becalmed among the rocks  the seabirds nest,
The rains fall on the waste and on the sown;
Hunter and hunted to each other known
By the same need are driven or laid to rest.

They hold before and after in their look,
And with the concentration  of a flower
Give up their lives to the enfranchising hour,
Perfecting and perfected in the work
That time assigns to its day-labourers,
Theirs to perform, not to possess as theirs.

2
Always, in these islands, meeting and parting
Shake us, making tremulous the salt-rimmed air;
Divided and perplexed the sea is waiting,
Birds and fishes visit us and disappear.

The future and the past stand at our doors,
Beggars who for one look of trust will open
Worlds that can answer our unknown desires,
Entering us like rain and sun to ripen.

Remindingly beside the quays, the white
Ships lie smoking; and from their haunted bay
The godwits vanish towards another summer.
Everywhere in light and calm the murmuring
Shadow of departure; distance looks our way;
And none knows where he will lie down at night.

3
Who shall reveal to us the holy places,
The footprints of the martyrs, the houses where
They must be born whose passage leaves the air
Anguished with glory, or the inscrutable traces
Of questioners at cross-roads?  What dream declare
In the ambiguous lineaments of a land
No longer innocent of us, that passionate hand
Whose character we unwittingly prepare?

For by the falling light of streams, or hill
That breaks the sky with a tall question-mark,
Shades impatient to put the future on
Loom and beckon us from the teeming dark;
Waiting for our songs, the woods are still,
The stones are bare for us to write upon.

Charles Brasch
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Brasch’s poetry has inspired some significant New Zealand composers over the years.

Lyell Cresswell’s orchestral work Speak for us, great sea was inspired by Brasch’s

poem written in Hawaii in August, 1939, en route from a visit to New Zealand back to

Britain.  John Elmsly’s song cycle On Home Ground (1985) for soprano and piano

uses poems from Brasch’s collection Home Ground (published posthumously in

1974), and David Griffiths’ song cycle Five Landscapes  uses

some lovely poems by Charles Brasch—selected individually from various sets of
poems—which I think painted a beautiful picture of New Zealand. . . . One of the
poems deals with Brasch’s own landscape of the soul, and that was the most difficult
to tackle musically.  The others are more directly to do with the land.20

Blake calls the unsettled quality of the poems ‘instability’, and has attempted to tap into

the ‘mood of restlessness’, and also to create in the three-movement work an overall

span which reflects the transition across the three sonnets of past, present and future21.

When asked of the need or otherwise for a knowledge of the poems, in order to

appreciate the music, Blake claimed: ‘if you are a New Zealander you will have an

increased understanding of what the work is about’, thus demonstrating his clear

intention to write music for New Zealanders, to contribute to the country’s musical

heritage and write upon the ‘bare stones’.22  When the CD of the work was released

recently, Ian Dando was convinced that Blake had done precisely that: ‘It’s the epic

Islands Symphony that dominates in what I’d rate as one of the most strongly written

large-scale evocations of New Zealand landscape since Lilburn’s Second Symphony of

1951.’23

Of the compositional genesis of the work, Blake says he ‘started hearing sounds, then

gave them technical basis (which may or may not be serial)’, thereby getting ‘sets of

material, and I look at them to see if they’re capable of manipulation’.  Big sweeps of

sound were created, presumably with half an eye on the programmatic element.

Sometimes Blake ‘breaks [his own] rules on the basis of “other stimulation”’24.  Tone

rows are rarely used rigorously through the Symphony in purely serial ways, but rather

they are embedded in a sound world which also embraces key-centres and dominant-

tonic relationships, albeit fleeting ones.  At times, when a row is presented, it may omit a

particular pitch or two; these omitted pitches are almost invariably important in some

way or other.

20 M. Lodge, ‘David Griffiths: A Conversation’, MiNZ, Autumn 1994, p.17.
21 C. Blake, personal communication, 13 February 1998.
22 D. Wilson, interview with John Hopkins and Christopher Blake. Radio New Zealand, 11 May 1996.
23 I. Dando, ‘Large and perfectly proportioned’, NZL, 9 August 2003, p.54.
24 C. Blake, personal communication, 13 February 1998.
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The combination of tonality and serialism contributes to what Blake describes as the

work’s ‘mood of restlessness’, which is a response to the poetry’s ‘unsettled and

restless quality’25.  By setting up harmonic expectations through the use of classical

tonal drives but by ‘steering’ this according to a 12-tone row, with the egalitarian

approach to pitch such as serialism was designed to create, there are ‘corners’ in each

movement when one feels torn from one short-term tonal basis and moved rather

unexpectedly to another; any illusion of tonal ‘bedrock’ is short-term and does not

remain stable.  One may speculate as to the parallels which exist between this instability,

and the ‘shaky isles’ of Aotearoa New Zealand.26

Movement I, Recitative and Appassionata, is described by Blake as being in Sonata

Form, noting that this is a European form.  Opening with a combination of time

signatures, mostly 2/4 and 3/4, yet with a pulsing movement consistently in minims,

creates a mild rhythmic conflict, which Blake described as ‘unstable turbulent

movement’27.

Quiet pulsing on an Ab pedal opens the work, played by timpani and harp, above which

two solo celli present their recitative from bar 7.  The intimacy of these two solo

instruments ‘speaking’ clearly before a distant backdrop of pulsing creates a sense of

perspective from the start.  The two celli make their first statement of the first theme

(cello II mirroring cello I simultaneously) which is essentially a 12-tone row, slightly

manipulated in that the two celli swap their sixth pitches, seemingly to avoid overlapping

their ranges at this point.  The row is as follows:

Fig. 4.10: C. Blake Symphony—The Islands: Movement I, first row
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Perfect fifths and their reciprocal, perfect fourths, feature in this row: Ab leads to Eb, F

leads to Bb, G leads to C, A leads to E, and E leads (indirectly) to B.  Perfect fifths,

particularly rising fifths, are extremely important to the motivic figures derived from this

thematic row.  The first cello’s presentation begins on Ab, while the second cello starts

its inverted presentation from G; the axis of reflective symmetry is thus a semitone

formed by the normal row’s starting pitch and the pitch one semitone lower.  This axis

25 C. Blake, CD notes for The Islands CD ACD 403
26 New Zealand folk singer Mike Harding composed a song ‘Shaky Isles’ which he performed in the
1980s and recorded onto cassette in 1989.
27 D. Wilson, interview with John Hopkins and Christopher Blake. Radio New Zealand, 11 May 1996.
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placement is retained whenever the first theme is mirrored in part or in full, throughout

the movement.  Symmetry is also inherent in the first half of the row: the first three

pitches form a perfect fifth / minor seventh chord which appears, transposed and

inverted, in pitches 4 to 6.

One may note the mirroring of rhyme patterns used by Brasch in constructing the

sonnets, each different, none of which conform to any of the three most established

sonnet pattern types.

Sonnet I:

ABBA CDDC EFFEGG

Sonnet II:

ABAB CDCD EFBAFE

Sonnet III:

ABBA BCCB DEFEDF

The melodic mirroring used by Blake in the opening may well be an intentional

compositional analogy to this, although a more pictorial image could also be suggested,

namely the shape of the land reflected in the water surrounding the ‘islands’ of the poems’

subjects.The plan of Movement I, using Blake’s sonata form model as a guide, is as

follows:

Exposition (bb.1-396) Theme 1 (‘row theme’) from b.7

Bridge from b.139

Theme 2 (‘Dorian mode theme’) from b.253

Development (bb.397- 717) Theme 1 developed from b.397

Theme 2 developed from b.500

Recapitulation (incomplete)

(from b.718) Theme 2 restated from b.718

Theme 1 (hinted only) from b.828
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The themes in the first movement are as follow (Figs. 4.11(a) and (b)):

Fig. 4.11(a): C. Blake Symphony—The Islands: Movement I, Theme 1
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Fig. 4.11(b): C. Blake Symphony—The Islands: Movement I, Theme 2
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The extent to which there is a tonal structure guided by the sonata form template is fairly

slight, and certainly not dependent on a dominant-tonic relationship.  In the exposition,

the principal (first) pitch of Theme 1 is Ab, and the principal pitch of Theme 2 is E, a

distance of a downward diminished fourth (equivalent to a major third).  By comparison,

in the development, the principal pitch of Theme 1’s first developed reiteration is B, and

that of Theme 2 is Eb; in other words, the relationship is again a diminished fourth

(major third) but this time it is rising.  In the Recapitulation section, Theme 2, which now

appears before Theme 1, is built on Bb, and when the slight part of Theme 1 is finally

restated it is over an Ab pedal (as in the beginning of the work), using the last four
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pitches only of the row together with their mirror in a transposition which, had it been

complete, would have begun on F.  So the major third relationship is abandoned at this

point, and the movement ends as the long-held Ab pedal moves to Db, strongly classical

in its dominant-to-tonic resolution of the pedal, but always held slightly apart by the

melodic content.  The final gesture is a gradually descending Db Mixolydian mode,

which replaces the minor sound of the Dorian mode with the more major sound of the

Mixolydian mode’s lower region.

From the end of the first theme’s presentation, at bar 13, the Ab is enhanced with a

prominent hollow fifth B/E, thus producing an E major chord.  A bar later, Ab peters out

leaving a hollow fifth at bar 15, beneath which D# is introduced forming a [3-4] set

reminiscent of the ‘perfect fifth + neighbour note’ sets of both Holmes's and Ritchie’s

works.  Above this, from bars 17-27, a new serial melody uses all 12 pitches except D#,

which is already present in the held chord (see Fig. 4.12, first line).  This is an example

of Blake’s systematic approach to pitch throughout much of the work.  Three more

serial melodies appear (from bars 25, 33 and 39), each of which utilize most pitch

classes, excepting only those already present in the pulsing backdrop, with the exception

of the last such melody; in this case, insertion of the D# from the drone at the beginning

of the row, and the E (from the pulsing backdrop) as the sixth row element reveals an

inverted form of the Theme 1 row (see Fig. 4.7, third line).  When the final pitch (C) is

held into the E-B pulsing fifth, another [3-4] set is created.  Thus the pitch combinations

which arise at the ends of the melodic presentations are sets [3-4], [3-9] and [3-7], each

of which may be characterized by a perfect fifth together with a dissonance.

Fig. 4.12: C. Blake Symphony—The Islands (Movement I) three serial melodies
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The harmonic effect of these rows is to work against the key-centred security of the

backdrop, maintaining a fairly steady level of dissonance and consonance.  It is

interesting to note here how similar these melodies are to Ritchie’s ‘more European-
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sounding theme’ from bar 65 in Remember Parihaka: common features include a

rhythmic/repeating-note similarity, an ambiguity set up between running melody and

bass/backdrop tonality, and the energetic quality of the melody against more static

surrounding material.

It is significant that each time the final pitch of these near-complete rows appears to

form a ‘fifth + neighbour note’ chord, the D# temporarily fades out.  Heralded by

strong staccato B-to-E (as if moving from dominant to tonic), another new row melody

is presented (bb.45-48), this time complete and featuring an abundance of perfect fifths,

and major and minor thirds; opening with a major triad and closing with a minor triad.

Thus, molto crescendo, a local climax is reached (unison E), from which the whole

orchestra participates in glassy-sounding slithering chromatic scales, offset so that any

single time-slice produces most of the 12 pitch classes, leading down to a firm low E

(b.56) and then further to B (b.58), using the last four pitches of the original row theme

to make a decisive move to its dominant.

Here, at bar 58, a slow drawn-out version of our original theme returns, starting from B,

over a pulsing B drone and overlaid by another near-complete row (B omitted) by the

first violins (bb.61-63), while the other five violin parts create a pitch-blurring effect

enhanced by the markings fpp tremolandi.  Near the end of this flurry, at bar 67 the

bass-movement steps down to A then G, just as a stretched version of the theme row

together with its mirror arrive on G-D, and a new presentation of the theme begins from

G, played by bass clarinet, bassoons and celli.

A larger-scale process begins from bar 67: the theme is presented 12 times at 6-bar

intervals, their starting pitches following a pattern which unfolds into a 12-tone row:

 G,Bb,Db,E,C,Eb,Gb,A,F,G#,B,D.  This sequence may be seen to form three diminished

seventh chords.  The last pitch of the first theme row is a minor third higher than the

first, so in each case the next statement can begin from where the previous one ended,

with two exceptions: specifically those points where the sequence shifts from one

diminished seventh set to another (E to C, and A to F), where system compromises must

occur to complete the pattern.

Despite their regularity, these shifts of pitch basis move in an atonal manner which work

awkwardly against the tonal momentum inherent to the surrounding (more tonal)

material.  Each statement of the theme involves a grouping or pairing of string and wind

instruments, and a pulsing drone backdrop involving the starting pitch, either a single

pitch drone or a small set involving at least one perfect fifth.
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Some presentations of the first theme involve partial mirroring (such as the last four

pitches in bb.107-9), partial canon (as in b.97) and blurring with altered theme

presentations (as in the viola melody from b.118).  A few retrograde presentations occur

(such as in bb.121-7 and in bb.127-133).  Inversions are not always simultaneous

mirrors (as in bb.121-7), nor necessarily completely matching (as in bb.128-131).

The final presentation of the row is that starting on D (bb.133-8), which loses its final

note in a textural eruption from bar 139.  Here, in the bridge section, a pedal C#

underpins oscillations in the strings which combine the first three pitches of the row

from C# with the first four of the row from Bb.  These string oscillations continue,

taking significant intervals from the theme in various transpositions, while from bar 146

three horns play a descending sequence of [3-7] chords with falling suspensions.  In

this section (bb.139-154) there is significant loss of momentum, mostly through lack of

discernible activity, a high degree of predictability and a near absence of forward

harmonic drive.  This is indicative of the ‘bridge’, of which this section is the first part.

The held C# pedal lasts from bar 139 to bar 163, stabilizing the pitch base for a time,

providing some respite from the harmonic pace of the regular 6-bar bass pedal shifts

which preceded it.

Textural novelty appears from bar 154 in the form of staccato F,E,D (set [3-2]) triplets,

with sprinkled accents, through the woodwind parts; waves of these spotted effects

appear up to bar 226 and could, perhaps, be interpreted as a birdsong-like element in an

otherwise birdsong-free work.  Against this lightweight textural material, a bolder

statement appears (b. 161), a rising figure of striding, stepwise off-beats thirds apart,

played by piccolo, clarinet, piano and upper strings, across quite a broad tessitura band,

effectively making a Lydian mode statement, its whole tone upper line F,G,A,B

harmonically enhanced by the F,E,D triplets of the spotted effects.  The striding

statements are interrupted from bar 167 by a new broad-sweeping semiquaver movement

up through the wind sections, utilizing a new 12-tone series and its transposition:

Db,F,Ab,E,A,C,B,F#,D,Eb,Bb,G   then   F,A,C,G#,C#,E,Eb,Bb,F#,G,D,B.  Sequential

division of these rows into three-note segments reveals two major triads and two minor

triads, again a combination of tonal/triadic and dodecaphonic elements.

The downwards chromatic slithering in flutes and sweeping through the strings from bar

176 can be heard as a watery effect.  Further such effects are produced by the gradual

build-up of overlapping triads (two minor, two major) in the woodwind from bar 192.

There is also a water-related element in the timbre of the pulsing fifths from bar 25,
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where the combination of horns, vibraphone and piano produce a chiming quality

reminiscent of a ship’s bell, a timbral effect familiar from television soundtracks

involving boats and water.

From bar 253 the first oboe presents the second theme, a lengthy Dorian mode theme

(see Fig. 4.11(b)).  This theme is characterised by an upward-stepping line followed by

a downwards 4-3 type resolution, within the triadic context provided by the flutes D-A.

The sonata form principle of two strongly contrasted thematic areas is evident here in the

difference between the principally atonal 12-tone melody of the first theme, and the

almost ecclesiastical modality of the second.  The connotation of two different musical

ages, created by the use of these recent and ancient melodic types in contrast, was

probably not unintentional, although it must be noted that the drones and fifths

underpinning much of the first theme’s presentations go quite some way towards

counteracting that particular theme’s atonal tendencies, and the activity which occurs

beneath the second theme’s line works towards a certain atonality.

After more than 10 minutes of the movement, from bar 367 muted pulsing and a thin

quiet melodic strand emerge, gradually unravelling pitch sequences and leading into the

development section (bb.397-717) which is reminiscent of muddied waters, its

turbulences created by conflicting beat divisions (such as in bb.516-569).  Through this

section two main techniques for bridging the areas of thematic material are used: one in

which simple drone-based textures fill the space between, with intermittent melodic

spasms, and the other in which the majority of instruments gradually come together

playing small repeating figures to create a thick, busily loud body of sound.

The Dorian mode theme returns from bar 720, this time sounding rather romantic and

full-blown in the strings, complete with tremolo, rich harmonization, sighing dissonance-

resolutions in (prolonged) five-bar phrases and high harmonics; this is then repeated in

the woodwind from bar 788.  The movement is brought to a close, as it began, with two

solo celli, the second cello playing repeating D flats, and the first cello playing a

descending scale Ab-Gb-F-Eb-Db: the last four pitches of the row theme together with

one further step down onto the ‘tonic’ note of Db, sounding more tonic-like for its

dominant-tonic relationship with the Ab of the work’s opening.

Movement II, ‘Gongs, Echoes and Chants’, which begins slowly at crotchet = 48,  is

described by Blake as using specifically derived chants, and having an episodic

structure. He talks of elements of a ‘new frontier’ sound, and (in the central section)
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calls from mountain-tops (perhaps evoking a sense of emptiness) which are interspersed

with gong-like sounds.  For these, the bass-end of the orchestra is enhanced by the use

of a synthesizer which produces pitched gong-like sounds.

The gong-bass sound appears from the beginning of the movement, with low Db played

by an assortment of instruments enhanced by various percussion.  A 12-tone row (see

Fig. 4.13) gradually unfolds from bars 1 through 44, with occasional fast glistening

motion above this slow row from such timbral groupings as piccolo with first violins,

and clarinet with xylophone and second violins.  This is timbrally somewhat reminiscent

of the first and third of Benjamin Britten’s Sea Interludes from Peter Grimes (1945),

particularly the slightly oscillating yet upward arpeggios of the first (played by clarinets,

harp and violas) and the glistening sound of flutes and harp which evoke the image of

the third Interlude’s ‘Moonlight’ shining on water, set against a slow-moving unison

melody beneath; similarly, Blake’s writing here may for some listeners evoke the image

of light reflected on quiet water.

Fig. 4.13: C. Blake Symphony—The Islands (Movement II)
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This pitch sequence is identical to that already fleetingly presented by violin I and

piccolo in the bar 3, which was disguised by the overlaid flute and glockenspiel run

which was itself a permutation of the row.

Counting the durations (in beats) of each bass-note in the slow row of bars 1 - 44

reveals a reverse Fibonacci relationship: 13, 13, 13, 8, 8, 8, 5, 5, 5, 3, 3, 3. This movement

is characterised by a sense of ebb and flow, of tidal surges, and one could argue that the

‘natural’ Fibonacci relationships (albeit consciously placed there) also contribute to the

sense of natural flow.

This slow row is not directly related to the theme in the first movement, although it

features the same principal intervals: perfect fifths (3), major thirds (3), minor thirds (3)

and semitones (2).  The major triads of D and E appear in this sequence, again

enhancing the potential for some introduction of tonal elements into an atonal

environment.  From bar 46, the slow row is re-presented, transposed up a major third

and truncated, and again from bar 79 the row is represented, again transposed up a major
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third and with steadily shorter durational values, but with the Fibonacci proportions

gone.  These reiterations compare with the first movement, where row reiterations

occurred in descending sequence, and the relationships of major thirds have also been

exhibited previously, in the pitch relationship between the two themes of the first

movement, and also the transposition of the wind section rows which appear from that

movement’s bar 161.

From bar 90 of the second movement, lament-like homophonic chordal material appears,

played by the strings with various supplementary wind.  C# is common (centrally) to

every chord from bars 90-135, and the bass-line follows a pattern which focuses on G#,

A# and B (with brief F# neighbour note); this [3-2] set, mostly simply ‘tone +

semitone’, is a recognizable feature of chants of many nations, including Maori waiata,

and thus accords with the title of this movement.  Each bar in this section holds one

harmony, but the bar lengths vary.  At first glance, the durations appear to be controlled

by random processes: anything from 0.5 to 2.5 crotchets long.  However, upon close

examination one can find a recurring 11-bar pattern to the varying numbers of quavers

per bar:

2   3   1   3   2   3   1   2   5   1   2
4   8   4   8   4   8   8   4   8   4   4

This pattern occurs intact for 10 complete cycles.  The cycle is 35 quavers long, not a

Fibonacci number in itself, however the summing (in quaver lengths) of various small-group

bar clumpings do reveal minor Fibonacci relationships; the relationships lurk within the

pattern.

Around the common C# from bar 90, four other pitches combine to produce the first

five notes of the F# major scale: the C# pedal could thus be interpreted as a dominant

pedal.  From here, various pedals appear in a dominant relationship to the surrounding

material, and the movement from one pedal to the next is in each case a move to its

dominant.  The effect of this is a gradual increase in harmonic tension which, in

combination with the gradual acceleration of the pedal movements, provides a strong

forward momentum.

Above this harmonic backdrop, from bar 122 a series of high gestures appears, initially

played by the first trumpet line ‘calling’ to the second trumpet, which duly responds in a

similar fashion.  These lines exhibit a long ringing held note which suddenly falls away

in a quick thirds-based tumble, and then entwine with the other similar gestures around

it.  The figure appears many times, at increasingly short time intervals, and eventually
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moves into other wind and brass instrumental lines.  Again, there is a dominant-tonic

relationship between the pairs of ‘calling’ figures until bar 178 is reached, at which

point the starting pitches for the figures (which are now appearing frequently) move

through a quick sequence of rising fifths; by bar 192 all twelve pitch classes have been

covered in this way.  Thus, a development has occurred from simple two- or three-note

groupings to a full chromatic set.

The early stages of this section are particularly reminiscent of the two high trumpets

from Stravinsky’s Petrouchka (1911, rev.1947), and of Ives’ The Unanswered

Question (1906/8), partly for the instrumentation, and partly due to the bi-tonality

(sometimes poly-tonality) at any one localized point: the falling figures are in harmonic

sets close to, yet different from, the harmonic context established in the lamenting

strings.

While the lamenting strings work through their tension-building processes, and the

overlapping hold-and-drop wind figures build up in intensity, the first violins develop

their own material from bar 141.  Mutes provide a different timbre, setting this long

melodic line apart quite successfully, and suitably for what is, at least initially, a

plainchant melody Veni Creator.  Nearly all the motion is stepwise, and begins in a

pentatonic mode, developing beyond this from bar 150, where the whole-tone scale is

briefly employed, then the full diatonic set becomes again the harmonic basis and the

first violins support the other strings in their harmonic contextualization of the drone

notes as dominant pedals.

Bar 160, the point where the whole-tone scale is touched on, is also the point where the

rhythm of this violin line is set against the surrounding rhythms: in a section where

everything else is in bars of varying lengths made of any number (from 1 to 5) of quaver

values, the first violins are wending their melodic way in triplet crotchets.  The speed of

this violin melody is very gradually increased, so that by bar 198 it is moving in

sextuplet semiquavers.  This increase in pace, hand-in-hand with the decreasing gap

between the overlapping hold-and-drop lines, and (from b.203) the off-beat pulsing

(which one could interpret as gradual  decomposition of the music’s foundation or

‘bedrock’) builds up to bar 211 where triumphant, military-sounding brass and

percussion lines, hocketed and rhythmically at odds, blare out over the rest.

This bombastic music, at odds with the gestural and melodic material of the majority of

the work, uses layers of different rhythmic divisions to create a greater degree of

rhythmic complexity, although much of the potential tension and instability which can

result from such a technique is counteracted by the pitch stability provided by the pedal
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note.  Tension gradually increases, more by pounding volume than complexity, up to bar

232, where an F# minor chord with other melodic figures is at odds with the harmony,

although the rhythmic relationships are a little more straightforward.  Various slightly

awkward and slightly counter-tonal harmonic shifts ensue: in bar 243 an F# minor

chord is augmented to form A-C#-F, with its inherent polyvalences, and then further

stretched from bar 250 to G#-C#-F, a major second inversion triad with its inherent

instabilities.  This is followed by a series of tonally incongruent movements up to bar

288, at which point the D# drone returns, lasting to the end of the movement. Above this

drone, from bar 316 the oboes and second violins deliver a ‘Romantic’ harmonized

melody (in the key of Ab, otherwise explicable as Eb Mixolydian), Romantic in its

falling resolutions of sevenths, fourths and seconds, and the connotations attached to

such melodies being played by high celli or oboes, especially when played with a strong

vibrato.

Movement III ‘And None Knows...’ is sparking from the opening moment, unlike the

other two movements.  Its 6/8 notation in the opening (and also the end) could equally

well have been notated 12/16, as there is a strong grouping into four beats.  In response

to the third sonnet, with its passionate flights of imagination and sense of the future

beckoning, this music literally takes off, moving through a series of brief episodes to a

fast dance-like section from bar 364.

From the jaunty woodwind skipping on an oscillating major second (F-Eb), the string

section is infected with scales, with strings playing lines which slither up and down both

forms of F minor as well as Ab major scale runs.  Over the string movement, a series of

harmonies appears from bar 37 (mostly set [3-7]) of which the perfect fifth is the

principal element.  From bar 45, with expanding instrumentation, these perfect fifths are

sustained out of each three-note cell, resting at bar 47 on a 6-note chord comprising

three of these perfect fifths (E,B,G,D,F,C), or set [6-Z25].  This set may be recalled from

the final chord of Holmes's Landscapes, and again points to the importance of the

perfect fifth through much of what we have examined so far.

In keeping with the harmonic ambivalence of the work at large, this section of diatonic

scales and strong fifths is immediately followed in bars 51-52 by a series of six two-

note chords:

     A  E  G# | B  Gb  Eb

     C  F  C# | D  Bb  G

which, together, form a full 12-note set.  Further sets of intervals follow, again offering a

mix of consonant and dissonant, but with an eye on chromatic completion.  A series of

open fifths appears from bar 105, effectively remaining within (Db) C# minor, as the
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general turmoil temporarily subsides, and then in bar 123 an arrival on F provides a

strong sense of tonic compared with the musical material which immediately precedes it.

This appears to fade away for a time, but returns in bar 133 as an off-beat droning pitch,

moving in bar 139 to A, and then in bar 146 to C, and so on; in this way the tonal

‘centre’ shifts through a series of pitches while reiterations of the 6-note pitch class

groupings from each of bars 51 and 52 recur, again offering chromatically complete sets

juxtaposed with tonal drive and short-term tonic-dominant structures.

Such pitch processes recur throughout this movement, attached to scurrying

semiquavers, upward-striving scales, flurries of activity on fifths and octaves, off-beat

drone patterns, and occasional rhythmic conflict between opposing beat divisions.

Notable areas include the brass chords from bar 228: these are ‘new frontier’ chords (as

may be heard in such works as Copland’s Rodeo of 1942), with their syncopated,

clipped rhythms and parallel fifths and octaves, surrounded by swirling dance-like

semiquaver patternings on major triad arpeggio figures.  Also notable is the music in

bars 241-5: archetypal sea-music with the very high string harmonics swaying in the

opposite direction to the open fifths oscillations, and staggered arpeggio rises in the

clarinet parts.  From bar 294, more oscillations appear as the high cello pitches F and Eb

are picked up by the oboes, which are joined (out of step) by bassoons oscillating A-G;

these lines build gradually, with the first violins oscillating Db-Cb, to complete a whole-

tone set.  Whole tone scales are often recognized as a watery tonality, particularly but

not exclusively because of Debussy’s evocations of the sea.

From bar 341, the first violin delivers a ‘romantic’ melody, its romantic nature lying in

the single-melody quality, the suspensions of 5/4 chords resolving onto 5/3 chords at

the ends of the phrases, together with arched, sighing gestures, and a suspenseful

‘romantic’ tremolo effect in the supporting strings.  A brief clarinet figure (bb.389-392)

using a [4-19] set (a major triad with semitone addition) leads into the final material, a

return to the ‘new frontier’-type music, in which C/Bb/F chords finally resolve onto the

empty C/F perfect fifth.

Each movement of the work ends with the statement of a ‘tragic’ or ‘Romantic’ melody:
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Fig. 4.14: C. Blake Symphony—The Islands: ‘tragic’ or ‘Romantic’ melodies

† 4

2

720

Œ œb
œ

œb
œb

œ ˙
˙b

Œ
œb

œb
œ

œb
œb

˙b
˙

& 4

1

4

2

4

3

4

1

4

2

316

œb œ
œ œ

œb
œ

œb œ œ œ
œb

˙b

r

œ

& 4

2

341

‰
J

œ
œ

œb œb
œ

‰ J

œ
œb

œb
œb

œ

‰
J

œ
œ

œb œb
œ

œb
œb œb

œ

Db major: vi ii 6
4 V I6

4 (etc.)

Eb major: (V )7
IV V V7 I (hollow) (etc.)

F minor: i bVII bVII i i (V  )7 III (etc.)

Movement I   

Movement II   

Movement III   

In the first movement, the use of the ‘tragic’ reversed recapitulation enhances the

poignancy evoked by Brasch’s poetry.  Timothy Jackson’s paper on The Tragic

Reversed Recapitulation in the German Classical Tradition isolates, in music ranging

from late 18th century to early 20th century a number of Sonata Forms in which the

recapitulation is partially or fully reversed, and demonstrates interpretations of these as

‘tragic-programmatic’ deformation.28  These deformations involve not only a re-

ordering of groups in the recapitulation, but also tonal displacement at the beginning of

the recapitulation.  Blake’s first movement cannot rely on tonal displacement alone to

enhance the ‘deformation’ of the re-ordered themes, since the original tonal

relationships were already non-traditional.  A stronger sense of tragic deformation is

more powerfully established in the way Blake has transformed the melody of Theme 2:

it is still a Dorian mode melody, but instead of the gradual unfolding which began at bar

253, the thematic statement in bar 718 is a Theme 2 transformed into a full-blown

‘romantic’ (tragic) theme with strong tonal harmonic direction and none of the tentative

exploration of its earlier manifestations.  The ‘tragic’ melodies which bring each of the

other two movements to a close rely on a modally-inflected tonal underpinning in

combination with a romantic arch shape which builds up as if through a series of

musical sighs.

28 T.L. Jackson, ‘The Tragic Reversed Recapitulation in the German Classical Tradition’, JMT, Spring
1996, v.40 no.1, pp.61-111.
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From this analysis it becomes evident that, despite his various manipulations of 12-tone

series, Blake has used tonality structures to give each movement some sort of key-

centred architecture, although the degree to which they provide an overall tonal grid

varies.  Movement I begins with a pitch focus of Ab, and ends on Db, a large-scale

dominant-to-tonic movement but which involves a 12-tone serial journey along the way.

Movement II begins with the Db focus from the end of Movement I and ends on the

slightly related D# (Eb), but carries the harmonies through a significant tonic-to-

dominant sequence en route.  Movement III is the most harmonically stable, beginning

and ending on F which sits in major-minor relationship to the Ab of the work’s

beginning.

As Blake explained, when referring to his earlier development as a composer: ‘the

totalitarianism of serial music got loosed away’, in other words he felt free to use the

rows in brief temporarily serial ways, but meshed into a specifically non-atonal

environment.29  In the first movement, the use of pedals, open fifths and leading-note

functions in each small area of tonality sits awkwardly at times through the progression

from one pitch focus to each of the other eleven so the ear is at times unsettled by some

of the non-diatonic movements from one tonality to the next.  Atonal processes are

employed, yet their atonality is countered by the use of drones and open fifths; tonal

relationships are set up but then undermined by atonal shifts.  The fifths seem to offer

harmonic stability, but the use of seconds in conjunction with the fifths (as in most of

the pitch sets of cardinality 3 throughout the work) disturbs and conflicts with this

security, portraying a persistent harmonic ambivalence which does indeed imbue the

work with the ‘instability’ and ‘mood of restlessness’ referred to at the beginning of

this section.

Movement I of this three-movement work is half the length of the entire symphony

(entirely set at crotchet = c.80) and requires its musical ideas to last for very long

stretches.  The movement features long sweeps up and down the orchestral spectrum, a

feature also found in some larger-force compositions of Blake’s teacher Jonathan

Harvey, such as Persephone Dream (1972) and Madonna of Winter and Spring

(1986).  Blake’s music is characterized by finely-wrought melodies and strong

orchestration skills, however his long-term architecture of pace and harmony is at times

compromised by bustling, aimless activity, such as scurrying tremolando strings or fast

scale passages for woodwind, which do not provide directional momentum through

some of the longer passages.

29 C. Blake, personal communication, 13 February 1998.



161

Blake’s organizational skills appear evident in the rhythmic (bar-length) patternings in

Movements I and II.  In Movement I the initial pattern of four bars of 3/4 followed by

two of 2/4 occurs twice (bb.1-12) and then recurs a further 13 times between bars 61

and 138.  In Movement II the bar-length patternings are tightly organized.  We have

already examined the Fibonacci relationships presented in bass-note durations measured

in beats (from bar 1) and explored some minor Fibonacci relationships in small-group

bar clumpings from bar 90.  It is noteworthy that not only do these patternings exist in

beat-number durations, but also that bar-length patternings consistently recur;

furthermore, often these cycles occur in a single page of the (original, handwritten)

score, or a single pair of pages in the opened score.  This repetition of page patterns

might be suspected to be the result of some convenient blank (but barred) manuscript-

page photocopying; however the handwriting of the time signatures and the irregularity

of the hand-drawn bar-lines in the original manuscript score rule this possibility out.

Blake clearly enjoys using patterns on the level of beats, bar-lengths and pages.  This

type of organization is unlike the overlaid patterns employed by such composers as

Brian Ferneyhough (1943—) or Birtwistle, whose patterns are overlaid, muddied,

obscured and often simply abandoned; Blake’s patterns are clear, neat, and usually

complete.  In Movement III, however, there are no obvious patternings of this type.

Although the first movement is set at a more-or-less constant pace, the second and third

movements have some tempo variation.  Tempo changes within both movements use

simple ratios in all cases (often 3:2) and the effect of these tempo is to create, in most

cases, a gradual acceleration from points significantly past half-way, thus loosely

approximating golden section proportions.

A great body of works already exist in our television culture which have been used to

depict such natural features as water and islands; it is not difficult to find recognizable

elements of these works in this extensive orchestral work.  As far as space (or a sense

thereof) is concerned, it is interesting to note Blake’s belief that ‘what we think of as

spaciousness is thought of by overseas people as morbid awkwardness.’  There are

moments of awkwardness in this work, certain points where the modulations take us to

rather thin material, such as unadorned minor thirds, or where the overlaid materials have

for some time given a clouded effect, leaving no clear direction or obvious purpose in a

section of the music.  But the elements of space which do seem to exist here are not a

result of this other sort of awkwardness.

The sense of distance is an important clue in this work.  Whether we are concerned with

distances between events, such as in the second movement from bar 90, when the calling

trumpet lines are very far apart; or perhaps the effect of the calling (somewhat
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antiphonal) which presumably accounts for Blake’s description ‘calls from mountain-

tops’; whether it is the great interval distance between the very high pitches of the

piccolo in the opening of the second movement (rising up out of the depths like the tips

of high waves, or indeed mountain-tops) above the very low sounds of double bass with

extension, combined with rumbling bass drum (as if at the murky bottom of a deep

ocean); or whether it is the great difference in perspective between the two solo celli in

the beginning of Movement I, compared with the distantly massive backdrop of the quiet

drone notes, there are many instances in this work where two extremes are set up and

maintained in a significant way. The independent movement of lower layers can imply

great power, or alternatively provide great stability over which the upper layers are more

free to move.

4.6 Magma (1992)

by Helen Bowater (1952—)

Helen Bowater grew up in Wellington in a musical family, studying violin and piano,

and later joining choirs such as Cantoris.  At the age of 30 she graduated from Victoria

University with a Bachelor of Music (Honours) degree, where she had been involved

with the performing gamelan ensemble, and she subsequently studied composition

further with Jack Body.

In 1992 she held the position of Nelson Composer-in-Residence, the same residency

Holmes had held in 1986, and it was during the course of this year that Magma was

composed.  The Nelson residency was immediately followed by a year in Dunedin as

the Mozart Fellow where Bowater completed a significant number of works and did a

little teaching at the University of Otago, after which she moved to Auckland to take up

the Auckland Philharmonia’s composer residency.

Bowater has not travelled a great deal, and has never undertaken formal composition

tuition outside New Zealand.  She spent a year in Europe in the mid-1980s, where she

was able to attend performances of contemporary works:

There are two or three performances of music in Europe which really stood out for
me.  A performance of Berio La Vera Storia which I saw Berio conduct in Florence.  I
didn’t believe opera could be so exhilarating and the massive forces involved.  Also, a
recent Xenakis string quartet played with extraordinary energy in a sauna-like café
backroom in Amsterdam.30

30 ‘Gillian Whiteehead and Helen Bowater: A Conversation’, MiNZ, Spring 1993, p.59.
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Since writing Magma, Bowater has had a few more opportunities to travel, touring to

Indonesia with the gamelan she had been performing with for some time, and attending

performances of her works in the two festivals of New Zealand music which were

mounted in Edinburgh in 1998 and 2001, both organized by Cresswell.  She is currently

working as piano and music teacher where she lives on Waiheke Island, the largest and

most populated island in Auckland’s Hauraki Gulf.

Amongst the influences Bowater cites, Body’s is the strongest, particularly through his

having introduced her to a wide variety of music, including music from other cultures,

such as ‘traditional Indian music and unaccompanied Chinese vocal polyphony.’31  Her

exposure to Indonesian music, through performing in the gamelan, has contributed to

the structuring and layering techniques Bowater uses, and also for some time the fairly

consistent use of a discernible beat through her work, although soon after writing

Magma she decided to strive towards greater rhythmic fluidity.

Aside from her exposure to live performances of music by Berio and Xenakis, as

described above, Bowater is also particularly interested in the music of Stravinsky, most

particularly Agon (1957), and also cites Mahler as an early influence on her musical

language.

Bowater has said that in 1992 she started to compose without pre-planning the shape of

each composition ‘except with Magma, where I did a loose macro-structure before I

started.’32  This was her first composition for orchestra, and is less assured than later

orchestral compositions such as River of Ocean (2001) which, upon performance in

Edinburgh later in November 2001, was described as a ‘vast and all-embracing ocean

that had the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra playing at full-stretch.’33  Magma was

first played by the Auckland Philharmonia in their New Zealand composers’ workshop

in August 1992.

The orchestral forces employed for Magma are slightly unconventional, particularly the

brass forces which call for two bass trombones but no tenor trombones, and only two

horns.  During the residency in Nelson, Bowater was living in her brother David’s

house, in which there were many varied instruments including a number of non-standard

percussion instruments, so experimentation with these, and concern with which

instruments could cut through the body of orchestral sound and provide sufficient

31 ibid., p.60.
32 ibid.
33 R. Butlin, ‘New Zealand, New Music: A Return to Edinburgh’, MiNZ, Summer 2001-2002, p.4.
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carrying power, contributed to the percussion choices for the work34.  The

instrumentation in the work is primarily organized into high- or low-sounding, rather

than into orchestral family groups.  Some musical elements in the work are evocative of

Indonesian street music—something which at that time Bowater had not heard in live

performance, but had listened to on recordings35—such as the cup-muted trumpet line

with the score direction ‘a fiery dance’ from bar 272, the timbale patterns which appear

from bar 98, and the side drum motifs which appear from bar 62 and again from bar

287.

The work uses and re-uses a few types of sonic blocks which are juxtaposed and offset

by their highly contrasting textures.  These include the dense and muddy sounds of

overlaid low instruments playing rhythmically-conflicting, chromatically-saturated

gradually mutating contrapuntal pitch cycles (as from b.1), slow, relatively high

meditative melodic lines (as played by the 1st flute from b.18), more militaristic

homophonic quaver pattern cycles (as played by the strings from b.48), and large blocks

of slow decorated homophony.  There are also a few significant gesture types which

serve a similar—mostly punctuating, and perhaps threatening—purpose whenever they

appear, such as the portamenti which first appear in bar 13, and flutter-tongued winds

(from b.67).

When asked about the more bird-like elements such as the flutter-tongued sections,

Bowater replied that they were ‘not birdsong, more like the anxiety twittering of nervous

reflex brought on by ominous portamenti.’36   This reveals an aspect of the rather

complex extra-musical genesis of the work: Bowater did not simply set out to portray

magma in music, but rather to portray a musical concept of the work which already

existed in her mind as something which had an emotional quality and ‘a transcendent

quality, rising from a darkness towards the light’.  She described this, together with an

associated image of something glowing and boiling, to an artist friend who suggested

the title Magma.  This is an example of the late 20th century broadening of the idea of

landscape, or of land-in-art, and it is interesting that the artist friend’s response to the

description was one of land-based imagery.

Many of the musical blocks use melodic strands which have an up-and-down contour,

tending slowly upwards not unlike slow-moving ‘rising magma’, and the shorter note

values mostly occur in cyclic figurations which evolve only slowly, again giving the

impression of a complex body of something large and slow.  This edgy, nervous

34 H. Bowater, personal communication, 7 June 2005.
35 ibid.
36 ibid.
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cycling-through of overlapping pitch sequences, particularly in the darker, lower

registers, is unlike much other New Zealand music, however it is reminiscent of Anthony

Watson’s (1933-73) Prelude and Allegro for Strings (1960).  The areas of most

complex rhythmic activity in the work are created by overlaying quavers, triplet quavers

and semiquavers (as in the high repeated note figures from b.254) which is simpler than,

but similar to, the metrical overlaying technique pioneered in the third movement of

György Ligeti’s 2nd String Quartet (1968); but their fixation on a slow series of pitches

rising by semitone again counteracts any impression of speed.

The large blocks of homophony evolve initially from a triple metre melodic idea which

first appears played by the alto flute (bb.110-116), which is then reversed (bb.116-120)

by the upper strings, and then develops into a sort of molten quadruple-time homophony

which is fully expressed, harmonized, by the strings in bars 121-135, and becomes even

more significant when it is reused a number of times to form a large central section from

bar 170 through to a climax in bar 257.

Fig. 4.15 H. Bowater Magma, two melodies (bb.110-116, and bb. 116-120)

Set [3-2]—which has appeared in each of the New Zealand works to a notable extent—

appears in many of the small-scale melodic groupings throughout the work, including

the violin melody which sits atop the first ‘molten homophony’ section from bar 121;

these sets are indicated with brackets beneath the pitches (see Fig. 4.16).  There is

another recurrent pitch set through this melody, namely set [3-3], or the (0,1,4) set, the

appearances of which are indicated with brackets above the pitches.  Much of the up-

and-down contour in these melodies is of what Leonard B. Meyer calls the ‘gap fill’

type, whereby a leap (usually of a third) is then filled (in this  case by a second).37

Certainly, thirds (both major and minor) are very important in this work’s melodic

strands, and the appearances of set [3-3] can be thought of as a stretched form of set

[3-2], and thus closely related.

37 L.B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music. Chicago, 1956.
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Fig. 4.16: H. Bowater Magma, melody from bars 121-135, showing the sets [3-2]

(brackets below) and [3-3] (brackets above):

Set [3-2] is the basic building block for the octatonic set, and larger partial-octatonic sets

also appear in the work, such as in the 1st bass trombone’s line from bar 1, which rises

from C# to G through one of the partial octatonic scales which contain both those

pitches, and falls back down to C# through the other, contributing to a writhing turmoil

of pitches and effecting some chromatic saturation.  However this tendency for part of

one octatonic set to move quickly on to part of a different octatonic set avoids an

octatonic-sounding harmonic world whereby one hears the eight pitches and is aware of

the gaps; again, what is more important here is an awareness of the ‘gap fill’ tendency,

and to observe the appearances of both set [3-2] (brackets below) and set [3-3] (brackets

above):

Fig. 4.17: H. Bowater Magma, two bass trombones bars 1-2:

Bars 48-52, identified as another contrasting texture block, features tenuto quavers in the

five string parts, each of which revolves around a short cycle.  The cycle for each string

part is of slightly different length, which means that the combination is akin to an

isorhythmic pattern (see Fig. 4.18): violins I have a 10-quaver pattern, violins II have 8,

violas 9, ‘celli 7 and double basses 6.  Again, the [3-2] and [3-3] sets recur, and there is
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an undulating contour to the lines, although there is less of the ‘gap fill’ shaping in this

instance; these sets have been identified using brackets through the first cycle in each

part only.  One may also observe that in each line there is nearly complete chromatic

saturation, mostly with only one pitch class missing from an otherwise saturated set:

violins I are missing E, violins II E also, violas C#, ‘celli Ab and Gb and basses C and

Eb.

Fig. 4.18: H. Bowater Magma bars 48-52:
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The harmonized ‘molten homophony’ sections (bb.121-135 and bb.179-257) are in

essence a series of slow-moving root-position major and minor chords using singable

lines of seconds and thirds.  The harmonic sequence is distorted by suspensions,

‘wrong note’ substitutions with neighbour notes, and decorations, many of which occur

at striking moments; a pair of unison pitches midway through the sequence is also

striking.  The likeness to ‘magma’ through this section is strong, with its incremental

and slightly clumsy movements of each line shifting relative to the general sound mass,

the generally slow pace, and the unsettled quality inherent in the distorted harmonies.

The following harmonic reduction of bars 121-135  shows the passing chords:

Fig. 4.19: H. Bowater Magma  harmonic reduction, bars 121-135

When the homophonic material recurs from bar 170 it is used many times in succession,

each time starting a little higher than the time before, and each time slightly altered; a bar

or two may be hastened, or extended in time, and there is each time some slight pitch

manipulation and modified orchestration.  Bar 170’s presentation of the material is

played by strings alone, beginning with the principal pitch Bb; the series then recurs a

semitone higher beginning with B (b.185), then a tone higher from Db (b.206), then a

further semitone higher from D (b.220); one will note that up until this point there is an

octatonic-like alternation of tones and semitones in the pattern.  However from bar 233

the pattern shifts, with initial pitches moving up more quickly to F (b.233) and G
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(b.248).  Again, in a way not unlike the expansion and contraction which relates the

melodic interchanges of [3-2] and [3-3], this expansion of the octatonic sequence of

transpositions is a sort of organic growth pattern.

The final iteration  of the homophony section utilizes an expanded orchestration and

incorporates the gradual re-introduction of other more disparate musical elements from

the first sections of the work, leading into a climactic section which features the

rhythmically complex texture described above, and which levels out from bar 263

leading into the most ‘ethnic-sounding’ music in the work: a trumpet solo (from b.272)

labelled ‘fiery dance’, which is relayed to the upper strings, then to the first flute.  This

whirling dance then draws in all of the other faster-moving elements from earlier in the

work and climaxes at bar 311, a short-lived climax from which a sudden diminuendo

draws the music to a close on a few bars of lone timbale player’s solo.

4.7 The Hills of Time (1980)

by Ross Harris (1945—)

Ross Harris grew up near Christchurch, developing an early interest in playing brass

instruments, and graduating BMus from Canterbury University in 1967.  A brief period

playing French horn in the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra in 1970 was followed by

study for an MMus degree at Victoria University in Wellington, where he concurrently

took up a teaching appointment in 1971.  Lilburn passed to Harris the Directorship of

the Electronic Music Studio at Victoria University in 1980, where he remained for over a

decade before resuming his position as Composition Lecturer.  Harris has rarely worked

overseas; the most significant visits have been work done in EMS Stockholm, where he

was able to take advantage of their FM and digital facilities before New Zealand

universities had such studio facilities available.  Unlike those composers who lived and

worked away for longer periods, Harris’s interests in music of other places has been

largely self-driven and not reliant for any length of time on the particular interests of a

teacher, which accounts, in part, for the broad nature of those interests.

Of the composers examined so far, apart from Margaret Mabbett’s analyses of two

works by Pruden, only Harris’s music has been subjected to analytical study in

published form.38  Nicholas Baragwanath’s article is interesting in its assessments of

Harris's music, although Baragwanath’s recent arrival in New Zealand was readily

apparent in his assessment of Harris's situation in the wider New Zealand cultural scene.

38 N. Baragwanath, ‘A Question of Balance: The Music of Ross Harris’, MiNZ, Winter 2000, pp.15-
21.
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The viewpoint of a musician less entrenched in a personal history of local connections

with the profession may be useful in its unbiased nature, but Baragwanath’s perspective

of New Zealand musical history was recently acquired and cognizant of little

contemporary New Zealand music outside of Wellington.  In pointing to Harris’s lack

of musical family background, Baragwanath does so with the perspective of an

Englishman whose musical friends had a home background which required them to

‘attend concerts and opera regularly in order to judge them by comparison with their

record collections.’39  Very few significant New Zealand composers of Harris’s

generation have come from such a background.

Baragwanath identified the musical practices in Harris's instrumental writing, mentioning

Stockhausen, Berio and Varèse as direct influences, although the degree of influence

from these and other contemporary European composers is only slightly acknowledged.

Harris was listening to the music of Varèse and also of Birtwistle during the period in

which he was writing The Hills of Time, and he appears to have taken note of

Birtwistle’s concerns regarding formal organization of foreground and background, and

of activity and stasis, using intermittent yet recurrent background procedures, as heard in

Birtwistle’s The Triumph of Time (1972).40  Harris acknowledges that the similarity of

titles is not accidental.  Baragwanath also presents Harris as a composer who sometimes

works as a pioneering reactionary, for and against certain European practices,

highlighting his concerns with

the antithesis of rigorous pitch structures and free-floating timbres and sonorities, . . .
strictly ordered and complex rhythms that tend towards total freedom, [and] the
relationship of principal and subsidiary parts.41

In attempting to explain how Harris has more recently fused Maori musical elements

with Pakeha/European writing styles, Baragwanath describes Maori chants as being

‘vaguely octatonic’.42  The influence of Stravinsky’s music on Harris is very strong, so

I would suggest that responsibility for any octatonic content be laid at Stravinsky’s

door, rather than claiming that Harris extrapolated the [3-2] set (which features in Maori

chant) to fill the octave with octatonic set.

The 13-minute long orchestral work The Hills of Time  was written for the St Matthew

Chamber Orchestra (an Auckland amateur orchestra) in 1980.  A single movement work,

it is scored for double winds and brass, strings and timpani.  In the brief introduction,

39 ibid., p.15.
40 J. Cross, Harrison Birtwistle: Man, Mind, Music. London, 2000, pp.213-4.
41 N. Baragwanath, ‘A Question of Balance: The Music of Ross Harris’, MiNZ, Winter 2000, pp.15-
21.
42 ibid., p.21.
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Harris says ‘The work . . . was influenced in its structure and timbre by the coastal

environment near Wellington.’  Harris has a bach at the north end of the outstandingly

beautiful Kapiti coast (north of Wellington), in the small settlement of Paekakariki.

A striking feature of the structure of The Hills of Time is the extent to which the three

main instrumental families are clearly segregated throughout, each maintaining their own

types of musical material (pitch, rhythm and textures) and rarely sharing or combining

any of these primary attributes.

The score is in C (this is not indicated).  There are three tempo settings: Tempo I

(crotchet = 72), Tempo II (crotchet = 144) and Tempo III (crotchet = 96).  It would

appear a slightly obvious, although academic, question as to why the music using Tempo

II didn’t simply use halved note values.  It seems plausible that the simple tempo ratios

(I:II = 1:2, I:III = 3:4, II:III = 3:2) were chosen because the simplicity was important,

and interesting to note that they are typical renaissance tempo ratios.  Harris points to

the influence of Stravinsky’s ground-breaking example of block writing, Symphonies of

Wind Instruments (1920, rev.1947) where three tempi are employed for the musical

blocks with similar but not always identical values to those used by Harris: Stravinsky’s

Tempi are I: crotchet = 72, II: crotchet = 108, and III: crotchet = 144 (producing the

ratios I:II=2:3, I:III=1:2, II:III=3:4).  In fact, the similar ratios are only part of the story;

the proportions of time the Harris and Stravinsky works devote to each of the three

tempi are also quite similar, particularly in their minimal use of Tempo III:

HARRIS The Hills of Time STRAVINSKY Symphonies of Wind Instr’s
Tempo I 43% Tempo I 50%
Tempo II 49% Tempo II 37%
Tempo III 8% Tempo III 13%

The tempo settings in The Hills of Time  generally relate to specific timbral/instrumental

sections.  The  Tempo Map (see following page) shows how the music is organized into

sections, with very little blending of the orchestral families.  Most of the woodwind

music is either labelled ‘Chorale’ or is similar to the ‘Chorale’ type of writing exhibited

in the first few bars.

All the sections labelled ‘Chorale’ are marked at Tempo I.  The absence of the label

‘Chorale’ would certainly appear to be an oversight in bar 181, and although the

woodwind writing at bars 70 and then 80 seems slightly less likely to be missing such a

label, it is mostly because the tempo marking at this point is Tempo II, which is not used

for specific ‘Chorale’ sections, and the rhythm, although slow, is less regular than the

other ‘Chorale’ sections.  However a closer look at the chordal structures (see below)
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argues for their inclusion under the heading ‘Chorales’ nevertheless.  Almost all of the

Tempo III sections are exclusively brass writing; there are 5 bars which form an

exception to this ‘rule’: bars 140, 199, 200, 240 & 241.

Tempo Map: R. Harris The Hills of Time

Bar  nos.
Tempo I 1 - 6 ‘Chorale’ (woodwind)

Tempo II 7 - 17 (brass)

Tempo I 18 - 29 (strings, ‘Chorale’- woodwind)

Tempo II 3 0 (brass activity)

Tempo I 31 - 41 (brass&strings)

Tempo II 42 - 52 (brass,/brass&strings)

Tempo III 53 - 57 (brass)

Tempo I 58 - 61 ‘Chorale’ (woodwind) &strings overlap

Tempo II 62 - 111 Various (not labelled ‘Chorale’, but it is arguable that
it is a Chorale section, despite the tempo marking)
Tempo I 112 - 114 ‘Chorale’ (woodwind) & strings

Tempo II 115 - 126 (brass & some strings)

Tempo III 127 - 130 (brass)

Tempo II 131 - 138 (brass, later joined by strings & small atypical
woodwind build-up)

Tempo III 139 - 140 (brass, strings, briefly woodwind)

Tempo II 141 - 180  (Mostly just strings; woodwind&brass at beginning for
short  time)

Tempo I 181 - 184 (woodwind: Chorale-like (not labelled as such) &
unison strings on a single held pitch)
Tempo II 185 - 198 (strings to begin; joined by brass (b.193) & woodwind
( b . 1 9 4 ) )

Tempo III 199 - 203 (All for 2 bars, then simply brass for 2)

Tempo II 204 - 211 ( A l l )

Tempo I 212 - 239 Various: includes 2 ‘Chorale’ sections (woodwind) -
some 

tempo fluctuations due to unmeasured bar with pause
( b . 2 1 5 )
Tempo III 240 - 241 ( A l l )

Tempo I 242 - end (All - fadeout into strings)
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Upon early examination of the work, it seemed plausible that the woodwind’s ‘Chorale’

sections, the brass’s more swift fanfare-like material and the strings’ soaring arches and

bustling sections were perhaps initially inspired by certain natural aspects.  Harris’s

response when questioned was that in general the brass represents the land (‘the chords

. . . “granitic”, if you like—after Varese?’), the woodwind: birdsong, and the strings:

humanity.43   A couple of very small extra-musical points may be mentioned at this

stage:

(1) the cliffs around the area referred to by Harris are actually greywacke (a type of

compacted sandstone), and are thus considerably softer than granite; it is worth

considering to what extent Harris’s pitch stasis is frozen ‘rock-solid’.  This is a minor

point although slightly ironic when comparing the relatively temporary and unstable

nature of sandstone as compared with granite—New Zealand culture crumbling by the

edge of the sea, while European music stands firm?

(2) although the kokako is not a coastal bird, it features in this work (around b.223,

p.41); the allusion to an endangered species is important to the extra-musical

programme, given its Birtwistle-like preoccupation with time.  Most of the woodwind

‘bird’ music is only loosely so: the chorale sections have a vocal quality, but are not

particularly bird-like.  However there are a few areas of more realistic birdsong, as we

will see later.

In examining the degrees of pitch stasis in the music of Varèse, Jonathan Bernard calls

the most pitch-static examples ‘frozen music’.44  This is no doubt what Harris was

referring to with his ‘granitic?’ comment.  The procedure by which Varèse froze his

music was one in which a collection of pitches is fixed in a particular registral

disposition.  These pitches are repeated, perhaps spread around several instruments, and

subjected to elaboration: particularly rhythmic elaboration, but also sometimes timbral or

dynamic elaboration.  Usually a section of pitch static music is immediately followed

with a strongly contrasting section, often with markedly faster pitch motion, thereby

releasing the musical tension built up through the static section.  This alternation

between static and dynamic sections is also apparent in The Hills of Time.

In examining the brass writing, one finds a similarity with Stravinsky’s writing which is

immediately apparent, as the brass chord which builds up to bar 8 is F/B/A [3-8] set

which moves immediately into a repeating F# trumpet line; the top three pitches of the

combination F#/F/B/A [4-Z15] are a simple transposition of (and sound very much like)

the C/B/F [3-5] which opens Stravinsky’s Agon (1957), again with a repeating trumpet

pitch on the top.  Harris’s F#/F/B chord appears more discretely in the brass section of

43 R. Harris, personal communication, 26 June 2000.
44 J.W. Bernard, The Music of Edgard Varèse. New Haven, 1987, p.134.
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bars 141-143.  Similarities may also be seen or heard here with the third movement of

Varèse’s Octandre: from bar 46 of Octandre (III) the recurrent brass chord A/E/Eb is

an inverted form of [3-5] which keeps recurring (with registral fixity typical of Varèse)

mostly in alternation with the [3-4] chord Bb/F/F#; the alternation between these two

principal brass chords involves leaps in all three parts of a seventh (major and

diminished).  A particular feature of some of Varèse’s works, Octandre in particular, is

a near absence of octaves.  There is a comparable lack of octaves in The Hills of Time.

The writing for all the instruments is conservative; it uses ‘safe’ ranges and fairly

straightforward rhythmic beat divisions.  Complex textures are occasionally created by

overlaying beat divisions with more complex ratios (e.g. bb.145-8, p.27) but these

sections are mostly short-lived, and generally reserved for the strings.

Harris’s work is more harmonically adventurous and less harmonically stabilized than

most works studied earlier in this chapter.  This is partly due to the lack of long-term

underpinning of drones or open fifths in the work, and a minimum of harmonic

consistency in the primary chordal structures.  Some melodic lines are particularly

angular, but this is certainly not always true; as we will see in Rimmer’s The Ring of

Fire (see following section), some fairly complex harmonic relationships may be built

up using a few instruments which simply oscillate between two pitches.  In bars 12-17

the neighbour-note oscillations are gradually expanded in the upper (trumpet) line to a

9th.  Rather than relying on more traditional methods of stabilizing the harmony, Harris

has used the increasing familiarity of the timbral blocks, and re-used similar (but rarely

identical) chordal structures to shape the work.

Although harmonic stability is generally rather low, there are a few recurring harmonic

habits which reveal some of Harris’s techniques when dealing with melody and

harmony.  In a similar way to that which we will see later in The Ring of Fire, there are a

few moments in this work where a single pitch is the focus of a number of instruments:

(a) in bars 5-8 the horns and trombones play a unison F, with an undulating build-up of

volume and textural density.

(b) in bar 110 (p.19) the strings converge onto a unison G, having arrived there quite

quickly from a brief period of densely active music (harmonically and rhythmically).

From there, a brief unison melody evolves and leads quickly into a woodwind ‘Chorale’

section.
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(c) in bar 149 (p.28) the strings again converge onto a unison G in a similar way,

although this time it leads through a slightly longer unison melody into a new texture

created by solo strings with short overlaid gestures noticeably reminiscent of birdsong

(bb.155-9, p.29).

One sometimes finds in atonal music of this time, particularly that influenced by pitch

serialism, that the compositional practice of drawing music into and out from a single

unison pitch goes hand-in-hand with pitch symmetries and an even spread over the 12

pitch classes.  However, although there is some of this tendency here, it is certainly not

consistently or thoroughly carried out.  Twelve-tone chordal string harmony which is

developed by bar 164 is subjected to slight internal shifts of pitch doubling, followed by

an upward sweep (b.169) to a momentary held single pitch before a corresponding

downward sweep through the multi-divisi strings reconstitutes a 12-tone chord.  This

new chord evaporates, and at bar 176 a very quiet 12-tone chord emerges from the held

high pitch of the previous bar.  In this chord of bar 176 we can see the absolute pitch

order is paralleled by the score order; in other words, no instrument in the score has a

lower pitch than any instrument which sits lower in the scoring.

Melodically, there are short bursts of attention given to one or other of the two whole-

tone scales, and short bursts of fully chromatic melodic material.  For example, in the

melodic strands which jointly drive towards bar 109’s unison G this sort of alternation

between portions of whole tone and chromatic scale groupings occurs frequently but not

exclusively.  Similar groupings of whole-tone and chromatically-saturated sets occur in

the lower instrruments, but more stretched out and less complete.

A similar type of contrapuntal treatment develops from bar 144 where, again, there are

overlays of quaver triplets, straight crotchets and quavers, quintuplet crotchets and triplet

crotchets creating a rhythmic density without any one player carrying too much

responsibility for the overall effect, and this facilitates a dense and complex texture

which is within the technical capabilities of an amateur orchestra.  Within the whole tone

and chromatic clusters there are in this instance a few other embedded patternings:

• from bar 145 the first violins’ line 4 follows the line Eb, F, D, G#, E, A#, G, A; here the

first eight pitches yield two [4-13] (0,1,3,6) sets, one the transposed inversion of the

other.

• coincidentally, the first violins’ line 2 follows the line  D, F, B, G#, C#, A#; here the

first six pitches yield pairs of minor thirds, the first two pairs combining to form a

diminished seventh chord.  These minor examples of pitch symmetries are small but not

inconsiderable.



176

Harris’s claims of granite represented by brass and birdsong by woodwind are fairly

straightforward; the characterisation whereby string writing represents humanity is a

little more obscure; one might speculate that the elements of fickle (inconsistent)

patternings and more irregular rhythmic activity play their part.

Some of the principal unity in the work arises from some similarities in pitch patterning

between those sections which share instrumentation, rhythmic materials and tempo;

however this is by no means as clear-cut or simply repetitive as the recurring sections

were in, for example, Remember Parihaka.

Absolute intervals and a degree of symmetry are, at times, important in this work.  The

opening Chorale chords feature the intervals major second and perfect fourth:

bar 1 Major 2nd F#/E over Perfect 4th E/B on the top of the chord,;

Major 2nd Bb/Ab beneath Perfect 4th Eb/Bb on bottom.

bar 2 Perfect 4th F#/C# on top of chord; Perect 4th Bb/F on bottom.

bars 3&4 both contain Perfect 4ths and Major 2nds, although the degree of 

symmetry reduces from this point.

These major second and perfect fourth [3-9] groups which, as noted in earlier sections,

may also be thought of as stacked perfect fifths, form the final chords in the work, and

combine to form two symmetrical sets: (0,1,3,5,7,8) [6-Z26] and (0,2,4,5,7,9) [6-32].

This latter set has already been shown to be important in Ritchie’s and Pruden’s work

in particular.

The regular reappearances of Chorale and Chorale-like sections played by the

woodwind provide a certain degree of unity and predictability.  The degree to which

these sections differ from each other, and close examination of their inherent symmetries

shows that there are no consistent patterns which are maintained throughout the work..

At times there is varied instrumentation of the same harmony with simple transposition,

at  other times the pitch set elements are completely re-ordered and redistributed.

The initial chords of these chorale (or chorale-like) sections are in many cases inverted

and transposed versions of [7-14], but this is not always the case.  This ‘incomplete

pattern’ scenario is a typical one in the work: a possibility is set up for systematisation,

and then it is only partially used; the system is undermined.  Pitch class sets recur but

rarely if ever in the same orientation or voicing.  Timbral relationships to tempo and

texture are set up, but there are small exceptions.  There is a certain shiftiness about

Harris’s implementation of any system to which he does not adhere for very long, and

this marks an important difference with the music of Varèse.  It also bears some
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relationship to Baragwanath’s explanation that Harris's music often dissolves or

disintegrates, rather than indulging in a thematic statement.45  While Baragwanath was

referring specifically to the undermining of melodic statements in Harris's work, I would

suggest that all systems are in due course abandoned or undermined by Harris, rather

than seen through to some predictable conclusion.  In this respect, Harris's approach

contrasts strongly with that of Blake.

Most of the woodwind material falls into the ‘Chorale’ or ‘Chorale-like’ category, but

prime counterexamples occur, for example the small outbursts which first occur in bar

194 (p.35) and recur sporadically as far as bar 220 bear little relationship to the

Chorales at all; rather, they are part of the largest section of birdsong.  In fact, the fast

oscillations and chattering qualities of the major birdsong section (bb.194-214) infect

the brass and string writing, creating an area of timbral unification between the three

timbral block types which is otherwise entirely absent from the work.

Bearing in mind the extra-musical programme for the work, and examining the way the

three textural blocks come together at the end of the work leads to contemplation of

some scenario whereby humanity and nature combine (or argue?) in a frenzy of

unprecedented activity, followed by strings (humanity) adopting (learning from?) the

birds’ chords.  Through the work’s ‘programme’ there is a nostalgia for past

unpopulated landscapes, musically evoked by the static Chorale-like elements and the

‘granitic’ earth, which are juxtaposed with human activity, thus offering a combination

of sparse Man Alone (or man-free) nature and the knowledge that Clean Green New

Zealand is mythical.  The use of block structures provide stark juxtapositions which

highlight the antithetical nature of these elements.  The harmonic language is consistent,

but not simple, and has more in common with mid-century European writing than the

common harmonic practices of Lilburn and his followers.

45 N. Baragwanath, ‘A Question of Balance: The Music of Ross Harris’, MiNZ, Winter 2000, p.17.
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4.8 The Ring of Fire (1976)

by John Rimmer (1939—)

John Rimmer and Ross Harris have more in common than the other composers in this

chapter: they are of similar age (as are their representative works), they are both horn

players of some ability, they have both been employed as composition teachers in their

respective universities from the 1970s until their recent retirements, and they have both

spent much of their composing time creating electronic music.  Harris inherited the

directorship of the studio at Victoria University upon Lilburn’s retirement in 1980;

Rimmer travelled regularly from Auckland to Wellington to work in the studio at

Victoria University until he was able to establish a studio at the University of Auckland.

Both composers have maintained an active interest in contemporary music of other

countries; Rimmer’s expansive creativity and incorporation of overseas influences

(notably such composers as George Crumb, R. Murray Schafer, Luigi Dallapiccola and,

of course, Stravinsky) compares with Harris's absorption of the modernist concerns of

Stravinsky, Varèse and (more recently) Birtwistle.  Rimmer, in particular, maintains an

active relationship with international performers as well as composers, and has had some

successes in the Bourges competition for electroacoustic music; his Where Sea Meets

Sky I received an honourable mention at Bourges in 1976, and his Fleeting Images

(1985) won the International Confederation of Electronic Music prize, part of the

Bourges competition, in 1986.

When one considers the degree to which the composers at the heart of this study have

been exposed to international contemporary influences, one notes that Ritchie’s time

overseas was spent in Hungary studying folk song influences on the music of Bartók,

and whose principal compositional influences have come from recordings and scores of

mid-century figures such as Britten. Stravinsky and Shostakovich; Pruden studied in

London mid-century and had little chance to actively experiment with more recent

developments in contemporary style; Holmes has spent little concentrated time out of

New Zealand and has not studied with any teachers overseas; Blake’s compositional

training overseas took place nearly twenty years before he wrote the work in this study,

and his occupation in managerial roles has limited his time and space for significant

overseas influence; Bowater has travelled for brief periods, mostly to countries of the

Asia-Pacific rim, and not as a student; and Harris’ first foray overseas occurred in the

late 70s, when he spent three months working in Stockholm.  In comparison, John

Rimmer has since the 60s been able to travel regularly to study composition overseas

and to exchange musical ideas with composers and contemporary music performers in

Canada and Europe.
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By 1976, although only in his mid-30s, Rimmer already had a breadth of musical

experience which presented him with ways of writing music which went beyond melody

and accompaniment, beyond traditional instrumental techniques and combinations,

beyond literal programmatic elements, and further into an abstracted musical world

which nonetheless had direct physical and psychological impact.  This is not to diminish

the importance of active listening and researching musical developments from a distance,

through recordings and scores, which is increasingly possible with today’s enhanced

transportation and advances in communications, but it is important to remember that not

all approaches to the question of such compositional concerns as how one might

respond musically to a physical environment, visual image, or sense of place are likely to

be the same, particularly if some of the composers in question have heard a wider range

of styles through live performance, for example.

At the time of writing The Ring of Fire, Rimmer had long been involved with electronic

music as well as instrumental music; his studies in Canada in the late 1960s had

focused particularly on electronic music.  He acknowledges the influences of nature on

his music; electronic and tape media have allowed these influences to be more literal at

times than in his earlier instrumental compositions.  Rimmer has worked to develop

sounds which have the psychological power found in some natural sounds; not just

those of the land, but also of the water (rivers, lakes and sea), a concern which he shares

with Harris.

Many of Rimmer’s electronic compositions have also incorporated live instrumental

performance.  Reviewing Rimmer’s more recent work Tides for Horn and Tape (1981),

Tom Woods noted:

Horn and tape formed a complex relationship, at times recoiling from each other, then
merging almost indistinguishably.  The electronic sounds seemed like the gatherings
of some inquisitive microphone, prying into the processes of nature.  The changes
formed a cyclical pattern that added further elasticity to the ebb and flow of
harmonies.46

Rimmer considers that the influence of the environment on his music works on the level

of the subconscious.  This environmental influence occurs in two ways: (1) the sound

itself, as a sound object, and (2) the specific sequences of natural sounds peculiar to a

particular natural environment.  The shaping of these successions is, Rimmer claims,

important to the shaping of his musical works, and his sketches for The Ring of Fire

and his shaping of other works bear this out.

46 T. Woods, ‘New Sounds, New Music: The 1991 Nelson Workshop’, MiNZ, Spring 1991, p.17.
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In writing The Ring of Fire Rimmer had the luxury of writing for the extremely capable

and experienced 20th century music specialists, the London Sinfonietta.  Rimmer used

his electronic work White Island (which had been written as a soundtrack for the

television documentary Whakaari, Island of Mist in 1974) as a starting point for this 16

minute chamber orchestral work.  White Island is an offshore active volcano in the Bay

of Plenty: the most active volcano in New Zealand.  It is so active now as to be

uninhabitable; its yellow and grey sulphur formations and unpredictable powerful

displays, incorporating the ruins of an old sulphur mine, sitting in the middle of a blue

ocean, form one of the country’s most striking images.

Rimmer is also concerned with environmental protection, noting the irreversible changes

which are taking place in our everyday sonic environments, and lamenting the passing of

some notable sonic events such as the evening newsboy’s call ‘Sta-ar’, with its

concomitant descending minor third.  He also considers the internal characteristics of a

‘sonic object’, such as the amount of sonic information which is carried by the initial

part of a sound as opposed to a later part, particularly with the identifiability of sounds

through recognition of their initial sonic content.

As in his pair of works Where Sea Meets Sky I and II, both of 1975 (the electronic

Where Sea Meets Sky I was composed before the instrumental version II), here Rimmer

sets out to combine the electronic sound pictures and natural sound effects of the area

with a musical thematic idea (heard in the alto flute at the beginning, and re-appearing at

the end played by the piccolo). The attempted fusion of ‘sound’ and ‘theme’

(Rimmer’s words) is quite clear in the early compositional sketches for this work.  By

‘sound’, Rimmer was referring to natural sounds as opposed to any musically- or

humanly-contrived ‘theme’, and his sketches carry the reminder ‘sound is no

repetitions’, thus presumably exhibiting his view of (natural) sound as being non-

repetitive as opposed to the (man-made) thematic material of music which can, and often

does, contain obvious repetitive elements.  Furthermore, the seriousness with which

Rimmer conceives of this difference is exemplified where, on another draft page (part of

the evolution of Whakaari , the principal ‘sound’ movement), he has written a note to

himself ‘AVOID EXACT REPETITION - check every event to ensure variation process

is carried out’.

Rimmer’s sketches, specifically his diagrammatic and pictorial approaches, strengthen

his organization of the sounds (see sketch on following page).  He thinks and plans in

timbral types, noting the instrumental colours and giving a clue for the textures to be

used.  Pitch contour and register are also clear in the planning stages (although these are,

in any case, very closely related to timbre).  Some intervals are jotted down, quite often
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as actual named intervals rather than as pitch names or notated pitches.  Built-up textures

in this work generally involve a small number of pitches for each instrument, and it is in

the overlaying of these (whether in pitch-cycle boxes, or written out in more detailed

musical notation) that thicker harmonies are created. Sequences of harmonies, so

essential to the other New Zealand works in this study, do not form the backbone, but

rather they arise as a by-product of these overlaid, carefully textured instrumental lines,

most of which utilize small melodic cells. Pitch set relationships are tightly controlled in

the work, despite the wide number of sets used, through use of complementary sets and

superset/subset groupings.  The music comprises widely varying textural blocks which

are established early, a patchwork effect of various units which never reappear in quite

the same form or combination.
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Textural planning is also reflected in Rimmer’s use of graphic motifs which indicate,

through the use of curved lines, wavy lines, and dots, his textural intentions during the

planning stages.  Coincident events are frequently planned early in the plotting process;

those moments where independent elements combine are usually turning points,

markers, points of significance in the flow of a Rimmer work.  The attention given to

these moments of instrumental combination arises from his preoccupation with finding

ways to forge music from unlike sound types which combine, morph, mimic each other

and/or sonically collaborate.  This preoccupation was not uncommon in the 70s, with its

fast-expanding technological means, and for Rimmer it has remained relatively

important.  His experimentation with this is particularly evident in his Compositions (1 -

10), a series of works for live instrument (or voice) with electronic tape which were

composed through the period 1968-77.

Discussing the genesis of The Ring of Fire, and some of the key elements, Rimmer

says:

The flute is the main instrument.  It’s a primitive image too—the flute player in
tribal societies is a kind of priestly figure.  there’s also a deliberate primeval sound.
It is a hot piece, especially towards the end when it becomes very intense.  There are
many woodwind flourishes, and much of the activity rotates around the ring of
players.  At the main climax there are very savage chords using multiphonics and the
piccolo flies to the top of its register.  Then, while improvising, the piccolo player
walks through the ensemble, takes the conductor’s place and begins to relax the
tension.  The music calms down, and the Lament provides a resolution.47

The work is in five sections, alternating slow and fast tempi (creating palindromic tempo

contrasts).  Rimmer’s plan for the work overall hinges on two elements: those which he

calls ‘theme’ (specifically musical ideas) and ‘sound’ (ideas derived from

environmental sounds).  Rimmer’s preparatory sketches reveal ‘sound’ to be the focus

for the central movement Whakaari, and ‘sound’ also appears in combination with

musical ‘themes’ in the second and fourth sections, while the first and fifth movements

focus on pure ‘theme’.  Rimmer’s sketches reveal an early intention (later adapted) to

also mirror the sections’ durations using the Fibonacci ratios 5 : 8 : 13 : 8 : 5.  Rimmer

has confirmed that he abandoned these fixed ratios ‘for musical reasons’.48  Fibonacci

numbers do not appear to play a part in the overall structure of the finished work, but

they do play a part in a number of the localized cellular rhythmic patternings in the

work.

47 W. Dart, ‘John Rimmer talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Winter 1988, p.11.
48 J. Rimmer, personal communication, 17 April 2001.
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VOLCANIC BIRTH (bar 1/unbarred; pp.1-3)49

This revelatory first movement exposes some of the main pitch and timbral ideas in the

work, exploring numerous timbral worlds through such techniques as rapidly-changing

articulation contrasts in the flute, harmonics produced inside the piano, sudden volume

contrasts, use of hand-stopped horn pitches and flute trills with varying fingerings

and/or altering trill speeds.  It presents many pitch class sets which later recur, and the

unbarred timings which actively avoid any sense of pulse open up a broad musical

horizon for the movements which follow.  The music is ‘driven’ by the alto flute, with a

slightly vocal quality (marked ‘breathy’ in places); the movement is sonically expansive

in its array of sound objects and in its unbarred rhythmic freedom.  Linear momentum is

often created and used in the work, and Rimmer actively manages the pacing of one

section through to another; here, directional sweeps of sound use the instruments in

characterful ways.

Most of the musical gestures segment in fairly straightforward ways into pitch class

sets, many of which are either compounds of [3-2], chromatically saturated sets, or

combinations of the two.  In general, the work has its cards on the table from the

beginning, with the flute’s focus on E and its other principal pitches, D & F, thus

forming a [3-2] set around the E. The initial focus-pitch of E soon undergoes a wide

range of timbral and dynamic variety, pointing to the centrality of timbral concerns in the

work.  The timbral trill (alternation between two different fingerings) of the first system

forms an analogy to tape music in its similarity to the effect of an alternation between

two different electronic filters.

The instruction to the flautist ‘quasi echo’ (system 2) suggests a degree of emptiness

(thinking pictorially, one could conceive of this representing one of the thermal caverns

on the volcanic island).  The echo effect is enhanced by the overlapping timbral blocks

sharing or combining pitch elements, such as occur written at the bottom of the first

page, where pronounced piano pizzicati coincide with the same pitches in the frenzied

flute melody.  This exemplifies the essentiality of timbral and textural qualities to the

formal structuring of the work, with timbral contrast providing the most essential

structural devices.  The pizzicati/flute pitches thus stated present set [4-16], a set which,

like [3-2], contains a semitone and a tone but which in this case are set apart by a major

49 I have chosen to number the bars sequentially through the work, and since the first movement is
unbarred it is effectively treated as all being bar 1.  Some bar numbers do appear in the score, on pages
6 and 7, but these appear to be erroneous and I have ignored them.  The fourth movement Lahar has its
own sequence of bar numbers, as they correspond to the time-space duration and are intended to assist
the conductor.  Again, I have chosen to ignore these numbers in order to give a coherent numbering
system for the whole of the work.  Bar 249 is an extended cello cadenza, and runs from page 24 onto
the beginning of page 25; this could potentially be confusing if one’s attention were not drawn to the
matter.
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third. As the timbral variation on a single pitch forms a sonic analogy to filtering

techniques in electronic/tape music, so too is this ‘morphing’ of one instrumental sound

into another reminiscent of the sound world of sonic overlap where electronic and live

sounds are melded together, as previously mentioned with respect to Rimmer’s

Composition series.  The pitch conjunctions here may also be likened to the ways in

which Holmes transfers a long, held note from one instrument to another, as discussed

in Chapter 4.4.

Partial and full octatonic sets may be created by overlapping or juxtaposing [3-2] sets,

so it is not surprising that frequent appearances of [3-2] are associated with regular

appearances of both partial and full octatonic sets.  On page 1 the full octatonic set [8-

28] appears in the third system, played ‘wild’ by the alto flute.  This is preceded by a

partial octatonic set [5-10] which is the product of two overlaid [3-2] sets.  At the top of

page 2 the alto flute very quickly presents two [3-2] sets which, together with the

surrounding musical material, form [6-Z25]; this time another [3-2] compound but not

octatonic.

Chromatically-saturated sets occur frequently through the work, although not

particularly frequently through this movement.  Set [3-1] occurs on page 1 from the end

of the second system through to the following, and [5-1] occurs a number of times; (a)

in the ‘tail’ of the first page’s flute flurry, (b) in the pitch boxes which run from the end

of page 2’s first system through to the end of the ‘breathy’ section, (c) in the piano’s

pitch boxes which run from the second to third system of that page, and (d) in the flute

run at the bottom of page 2 which crescendos from pp  to f.   The movement ends with a

quietening of the energy bursts which characterise it, focusing inwards on an expectant,

low, flute trill with tremolo tom-tom, awaiting what is to follow.

THERMAL DANCE (bb.2-63; pp.3-8)

This movement is characterised by its timbral variations on a held pitch and gradual

expansion out to a full chromatic set using small melodic and rhythmic repeating cells.

It begins from a low, almost-unison D (double basses in octaves) which  emerges from a

diminuendo flute D and a cut-off crescendo drum roll.  Gradually evolving timbres

incorporate staggered entries from brass, then strings, then woodwind, with accented

piano indications working against the otherwise blended sound of the strings’

harmonies.  One might note here the analogies to tape splicing, and later (bb.42-47, p.7)

note a similar analogy whereby rising pitch in conjunction with increasing speed

together create an effect analogous to the sound of a tape being sped up.  The unison D
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lasts for three bars, during which each quaver half-beat yields a new note beginning

from one instrument at a time; a total of 13 instruments are involved in this sound

block’s internal activity.

The unison D is followed from bar 5 with a [3-2] set G-A-Bb (the dominant-tonic

relationship of D moving to G is noteworthy here).  The set [3-2], so clearly established

as an essential melodic/harmonic unit from the beginning of the work, comprises the

entire pitch content from bar 5 to bar 13.  From this point the pitch sets expand, building

through gradual addition to the original, retained pitches, and prioritising of set [3-2]

appearances are compounded to form near-complete octatonic sets.

Complementary relationships are also important, as evident for example in the

appearance in bars 1114-17 of set [3-8] (the complement of [9-8], which was heard near

the end of Volcanic Birth), or the [8-16] set played by the strings from bar 41 which is

the non-literal complement of set [4-16] which also appears early in Volcanic Birth;

indeed, many pitch sets are presented in the first three pages, as if Rimmer was laying

his compositional cards on the table from the start.

Chromatically-saturated sets occur relatively frequently in this section: set [3-1] is

presented by the woodwind in bars 20-23, and [12-1] (the fully chromatic set) appears

in bar 24, both in the flute descent and in the clarinet descent.  Set [12-1] also appears as

the culmination of pitch set build-up which starts from the [3-2] of bars 28-31 being

expanded one pitch at a time through to the complete diatonic set in bar 35.  This set

gradually disintegrates from bar 37, through sequenced removal of pitches which differs

in order from the previous build-up.

Various symmetries and patterns are revealed, such as in the [8-18] set which appears in

various points on page 7; this set is noteworthy for its split character: half chromatic,

half octatonic, and may also be constructed by overlaying [3-2] sets.

The rhythms in this section use patternings very similar to the rhythmic Fibonacci

patternings established at the beginning of the movement: from bar 5, the rhythm played

on five drums (with five unspecified but ordered pitch bands) involves a sequence of

increasing and decreasing Fibonacci numbers to control durations in numbers of

semiquavers: 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 5, 3, 2, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 etc. in combination with a pitch contour

which  leaps down two pitch bands, then up one, etc. before turning back onto its own

retrograde, thus creating a cycling-through of pitch patterns which has a different

periodicity from the rhythmic cycle and thereby creating isorhythm.  This is not long-
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term isorhythm, but rather a way of making the musical material in these small sections

unified yet constantly varied, a sort of built-in disintegration or denaturing of the

material.

The cello’s rhythmic pattern on D, concurrent with the drum patternings, presents

between bars 5 and 12 a rhythm which follows the pattern (in numbers of semiquavers):

21, 13, 8, 5, 3, 2, 1, 21, 13, 8, 5, 3, 2, 1, 2, 3, 5; in other words, a lengthy reverse-Fibonacci

sequence is presented twice then re-reversed in part.  The violins from bars 8-11

similarly present a single reverse Fibonacci sequence (down from 21) and likewise in

bars 14-20 the viola reproduces the cello’s rhythmic pattern of bars 5-12.  These

patterns occur frequently in this movement, most notably in all instruments (although

this time not breaking the 5-semiquaver duration barrier) through the breakdown of the

[12-1] set and subsequent motivic cell cycles in bars 35-45, after which the patterns

partly disintegrate.

WHAKAARI (bb.64-218; pp.8-17)

Titled with the Maori name for White Island, this movement is the most reminiscent of

the original White Island electronic work, with its repeating cells and concentration on

sonic effects such as glissandi and play on harmonics.  The slow pace of this (longest)

movement is largely supported by timbral interest, with pictorial references presented by

musical ideas such as the cycling-through of pitch boxes which create bubbling effects

such as the pizzicato strings (from b.103 and from b.189), whose parts carry the

instruction ‘improvise irregular rhythmic patterns, use the given notes in any order,

sempre ff & pizzicato, include an occasional ‘snap’ pizz.’; accelerandi (both measured

and unmeasured), and amassed melodic gestures which contribute to sonic shapes with

momentum and power.  Pitch patterns are also worked carefully into these timbral

effects, such as the cycling-through of pitch boxes from bar 103 which involves four

different sets of cardinality 5 which combine to form the chromatically saturated set: [5-

14], [5-15], [5-4] and [5-5] all contain two adjacent semitone steps in their prime forms,

but differ in their remaining elements.

Set [3-2] is much less obvious in this movement, although two of its brief appearances

are made prominent: the appearance in bars 127-128 (glockenspiel A-Bb-G, marked f) is

clearly audible because of its combination of volume, register, timbre and its deliberate

pace, and that played by the piano (pizzicato) in bars 183-184, Db-C-Bb; these three

pitches are very clearly timbrally connected in contrast to the background of wavering

string glissandi and quiet woodwind flurries, despite the Bb being four octaves lower
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than the Db and C.  However set [3-2] does appear in a more subtle form in the lower

strings in bars 76-77, and embedded in the overlaid violin runs which appear from bar

198:

Fig. 4.20: J. Rimmer The Ring of Fire: violin runs from bar 198

A        G        F        D        D        C        B        B        A        F        E        D        C

#                              # b b #

(0,1,3) (0,1,3) (0,1,3) (0,1,3)

(0,1,3)(0,1,3)

<m3> <m3>h

 h h

l l l

Some sketch pages indicate that this run, and an extended version of it (which never

fully appears in the finished work) were intended as ‘veils of sounds’.  Other instances

of partial octatonic sets include the [5-10] of the strings, which builds up one part at a

time from the latter part of bar 87.

Sets which complement earlier sets appear quite frequently in this movement, as do

chromatically saturated sets.  However few of the complements in this section are literal

complements; a degree of transposition is required.  The variety of approaches to

complementary sets would suggest that although when writing the work Rimmer was at

times concerned with specific pitch classes, more often he was interested in intervallic

relationships and groupings.  There are many examples in this movement where sets are

not so tightly organized, and examples where sets are nearly but not quite chromatically

saturated.  Pitch class sets in this movement generally have a higher cardinality, and

often [12-1] is fulfilled only with irregular duplications of some pitch classes.

Musical material is exchanged between instruments, and there is often a mirroring of

intervallic content, such as in bar 184 where the flute and oboe demisemiquaver runs

mirror each other for two beats, and then the two clarinets mirror each other’s zig-

zagging (slightly slower) figure which spirals in towards C (see Fig. 4.21):
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Fig. 4.21: J. Rimmer The Ring of Fire
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More small-scale exchange of material, similar to but different from the woodwind

‘mirroring’ of bar 184, occurs among the flute, oboe and first clarinet parts in bar 192.

The symmetrical sets [3-12], [3-10] and [3-1] are exchanged between the instruments so

that all three are presented in beats 1 and 2, thus keeping the combination set of [7-26]

almost constantly present.  So, again, there is a degree of pitch-collaboration between the

instruments, but to short-lived and relatively inconsequential overall effect.

There is an inexactitude in the pitch set groupings throughout this movement, and certain

inefficiencies of approach whereby in a near-complete set of 12 some pitch classes are

absent and others are doubled One could claim that these inefficiencies accord with

Rimmer’s presentation of ‘sound’ and his consideration of the natural, as opposed to

the artificial;  this would explain why the pitch groupings are not so neatly accounted

for.  Many more pitch sets appear than in earlier movements, and correspondences are

not so clear (although they do exist); remembering that Rimmer’s note to himself

‘AVOID EXACT REPETITION...’ was on the bottom of a Whakaari draft page, it

seems clear that processes have been used to undermine any (human?) tendency to

straightforward simplicity.  Furthermore, the word ‘event’ in Rimmer’s note points out

his view of the musical material being constructed from musical events, which might well

be heard as representative of physical, in particular thermal, events on White Island.

An examination of the ways in which the principal pitch focuses move through each

movement yields further information about the differences between the ‘theme’-based

movements and ‘sound’.  Volcanic Birth, albeit a relatively short movement, remains

focused for the most part on E (with B as an important subsidiary focus; the extent to
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which this could be considered a ‘dominant’ should not be ignored).  Only when the

series of descending flute runs appear on page 3 does this focus dissolve, producing

instead a descending series through B, G# and G before, producing an imperfect

cadence effect onto  D which leads directly into the unison D of Thermal Dance.  There

are also hints at diatonic relationships between the pitch focuses which appear early in

Thermal Dance, as D (b.2) leads to A (b.5), B (b.14) and F# (b.17).  However from this

point these vague dominant/tonic relationships completely disappear, and atonal

connections become more important.  In Whakaari, none of the pitch focus

progressions present similarities to dominant/tonic relationships, and one may suspect

that this is another way in which Rimmer has made the distinction between ‘theme’ and

‘sound’, where ‘theme’ is distinguished not only by its recognizable repeating figures

with obvious use of [3-2] sets and relatively simple pitch set relationships, but also by an

underlying element of ‘civilization’ inherent in the dominant/tonic relationships so

redolent of Western culture.

LAHAR (bb.219-385; pp.18-37)

A lahar is a mud-flow of volcanoclastic material, and such is usually fast-moving and

very dangerous; visitors to White Island are alerted to such possible dangers.

Accordingly, Rimmer’s sketch uses the word ‘catastrophe’ to maintain his focus on this

character.  The music in this movement brilliantly evokes catastrophic occurrences by

using short sounds and sound endings to trigger other mass sonic movements, most of

which move in a single direction (up, down or straight ahead) until they are halted by

another type of activity.  The movement uses time-space (or durational) notation, built-

up layers with sudden splice-like stops, semi-improvised sections (some of which use

the ‘theme’ melodic material) and spatial rotations, all of which have direct analogies to

tape music.

Through this section there are four conductor-controlled rotations which create a

sequence of starts and stops around the circle of players; the last of these rotations is

made more complicated by the consequent movement of the piccolo player to the front

of the stage (in preparation for the Lament which follows). The score for the final

rotation shows the influence of George Crumb, whose celebrated setting of Lorca poems

Ancient Voices of Children (1970) also involved circular scoring and a rotation about a

chamber group.  Rimmer has known Crumb for many years, and freely admits to his

musical influence.  Other musical similarities to Crumb’s works occur throughout The

Ring of Fire; for example, in the quick gestures which rush towards a series of fast

repeating pitches, and also in the more ambient atmospheres involving piano pizzicato.
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Rimmer intended links between Thermal Dance and Lahar: these links are noted on the

overall sketch as involving pitch, rhythm and timbre.  Furthermore, there is a tempo

relationship: these are the two fast movements. Thermal Dance is marked crotchet=110,

and Lahar uses a measure speed of between 52 and 70 per minute (for its proportional

‘time-space’ notation).  My initial suspicions were that Rimmer’s lack of exactitude

with regard to this rotation speed was either a way of exercising caution when writing a

difficult fast movement for a visiting ensemble, or due to a degree of indecision as to

how fast the rotations (in particular, the final rotation) could realistically be executed.

However, email correspondence with the composer would suggest that a degree of

flexibility between one measure and another, at the conductor’s discretion, was

desirable.50

The Fibonacci relationships which existed in localized rhythmic events in Thermal

Dance are also used in Lahar.  At times this Fibonacci sequence is used only in

increasing order, whereas at others (e.g. trombone, bb.332-3) the sequence increases and

decreases over a short span: 1, 2, 3, 5, 3 and 2.  This gives rise to a certain localized

impression of ‘naturalness’, without the series contributing to a larger-scale architectural

arrangement.

As Thermal Dance opened with a held D (in octaves) with timbral modification supplied

by the various instruments’ entries being staggered, so are some of the beginnings (and

at other times the endings) of held chords in Lahar staggered.  Unison cut-offs and

beginnings are also common in Lahar; these are, on occasions, linked to a rotation. The

combination of held pitches interspersed with sudden flurries of activity (including some

fairly programmatic runs) stand in more stark contrast than those contrasts in the less

catastrophic Thermal Dance.

Lahar opens in bar 219 with brass performing a broken [9-8] chord, dispersed amongst

the instruments, and a transposed version of this set reappears in the piano’s crescendo

in bars 230-231; these are reminiscent of the [9-8] flute run at the top of page 3, and

non-literal complements of the [3-8] set in Thermal Dance’s bars 14-17.  Other

complements include the [9-3] set presented by the combined strings in bars 271-272,

and their [9-2] set from bar 275 (in which the violin lines are partial octatonic [5-10]

sets).  Rimmer’s pitch processes tighten up again in Lahar, as evident in the way the

pitch classes which do not appear in bar 220’s [9-3] set (and repeated, tremolo, from bar

226) are E, F and Ab;  these three absent pitch classes, significantly, do appear as a

literal complement in bar 240, played by wind and brass.  So it would appear that as

50 J. Rimmer, personal communication, 17 April 2001.
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Lahar marks a return from pure ‘sound’ to a new mixture of ‘sound’ and ‘theme’, a

corresponding resurgence of complementary sets and a greater degree of pitch

‘efficiency’ has been restored.

The following string chord (appearing from bb.230-2, and repeated, tremolo, from

bb.236-8) forms set [8-18], thus making a non-literal correspondence with the various

[8-18] sets which appeared on page 7 of Thermal Dance(see Fig. 4.22):

Fig. 4.22: J. Rimmer The Ring of Fire
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As Lahar progresses it continues to present sets of varying significance, in comparison

with the earlier movements.  Near-saturated chromatic sets continue to appear frequently,

such as the string material in bars 248-251 (all except G#), the piano material in the

same two bars (all except E,G#), the brass material in bars 249-252 (all except E and A),

the full sound of bars 295-297 (all except C# and G), the full sound of bar 300 (all

except F), the double bass run from bar 307 through to 308 (all except C#) and the

piano’s pitch material in the event of bars 316-317 (all except F# and A).  However fully

saturated sets do also occur, such as the [12-1] total woodwind sound of bars 252-253,

the [4-1] set presented by the piano from bar 266, the [12-1] total woodwind sound of

bars 273-274 and the [7-1] set of the total brass in bars 332-333.  Set [3-2] appears

again in each of the viola and cello lines from bars 335-338, but overlaid and combined

with the other pitches they become absorbed into the chromatic half-set [6-1].
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The principal pitch-focuses in this movement are initially quite atonal, but it is worth

noting that between bars 277 and 286 there is a diminishing gap between entries of

significant held (and partly overlaid) pitches, providing by quick succession the [3-2] set

of B,C# and D.  Similarly, with the gaps between held notes continuing to decrease, and

at the beginning of bar 289 this same [3-2] set sounds with simultaneous pitches.  The

chord increases in volume towards a drop towards silence produced by a staggered

series of sudden silences in each instrumental part, leading into a ‘cello cadenza’ in an

extended bar 294.  A sense of pitch focus is somewhat elusive as the cello cadenza

draws to a close, however from bar 306 various held pitches reappear, this time

significantly overlapping, and from 308 another resultant [3-2] set (Eb,E,F#) is heard.

The focus becomes more directed again from bar 312, moving through F# to A (b.319)

and producing another partly overlaid [3-2] set in bars 320-321 this time G,F and Ab.

By considering the three different [3-2] sets which have made significant appearance in

this movement’s principal pitch-focuses so far, it becomes apparent that each of nine

pitch classes have made an appearance, and the ‘missing’ pitch classes belong to

another [3-2] set, i.e. C,Bb and A.  Whether it is because Rimmer is still avoiding the

‘closure’ one might expect in a purely ‘theme’ movement, or if he was not particularly

interested in seeing such processes through in a predictable form, this ‘missing’ [3-2]

set  appears in disguise, embedded in the partial octatonic set of the piano’s R.H. line

from bar 326.

Prior to the penultimate rotation in bar 365 the piccolo embarks on a virtuoso solo

incorporating frenzied series of high F#s, the pitch class which remains in focus until

the beginning of the final rotation.   The frenzied atmosphere is enhanced by

dramatically sudden starts and stops to a variety of chords, including woodwind

multiphonics, trilled and otherwise, and from bar 383 a shrill, irregularly-repeating

piccolo F# leads into the final rotation in which some sophisticated synchronization is

intended to produce what Rimmer, in the score, calls ‘dramatic disintegration’.  As the

final section is begun, the conductor is rendered unnecessary and the piccolo player

takes centre stage.

LAMENT (bb.386 - end; pp.37-38)

This is the final section, and matches very closely the opening material in Volcanic Birth.

It is the only movement which is intended to speak clearly of human emotion or

existence:  the preceding sections are ‘about’ raw geology, and White Island’s physical

presence in the wider setting of the Pacific Rim.  The orchestration in this movement is

significantly reduced: the flautist performs on piccolo for the remainder of the work, and
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strings alone provide a backdrop until bar 402, from whence a few slight percussion and

piano gestures fade out of the picture (a small bell’s ringing decays slowly) leaving the

piccolo effectively ‘solo’ at the end.

Rimmer has explained choosing the piccolo for his ‘waiata’ because he ‘felt that was

the closest equivalent to the Maori koauau and nguru’, explaining further that he does

not generally use Maori music because he has ‘such a respect for our indigenous

culture that I wouldn’t want to take its music out of the context for which it was

intended.’51

The melodic shapes in Lament have a particularly singable quality and phrase lengths,

although the melodies throughout preceding sections of The Ring of Fire rarely exhibit

this vocal quality, being generally either very long, sustained lines or very short, virtuosic

outbursts.  From bar 395, after a gradual calming-down period which follows the frenzy

of Lahar’s ending, and after toying with another [3-2] set (C#, D# and E) in bar 392 the

piccolo melody settles into a well-established [3-2] set on D, E and F, evocative in speed

and pitch content at least of European perceptions of Maori chant if not a more

immersed knowledge of such.  The accompanying string material also presents set [3-2]

from the beginning of the movement as far as bar 396, with pitch classes G, A and Bb.

A few upward violin glissandi from A to E (bb.396-401) foreshadow the movement’s

ending on that same perfect fifth, with both pitches slightly bent downwards at the end.

In shaping the ending in this way, Rimmer has restored some tonic-dominant references,

as found early in the work in the other ‘theme’ sections, thus supporting claims that the

abandonment of diatonic elements early in Thermal Dance was associated with the shift

away from ‘theme’ towards ‘sound’, as this process is reversed at the end.

Stasis is important in The Ring of Fire : there are more intricacies in this than any of the

other works, and yet an effect similar to homophony is achieved where a block of sound

moves in one main gestural sweep, or remains in equilibrium in some other way.  Other

static effects include shimmering held chords or pitches, and arpeggios,  particularly on

harmonics, with their inherent equilibrium.  Rimmer’s expansive use of durational

values and texture, various rhythmic freedoms, subtle instrumental colourings and areas

of stasis, while contrasted with areas of musical density and intense activity, suggest a

spaciousness and a sense of ‘vista’ not incompatible with the spaciousness observed in

the other works, and that noted by some of the New Zealand commentators quoted in

Chapter 3.2.  The geological-geographical title and subtitles suggest large-scale vistas to

the listener, and it may thus be considered a ‘landscape’ work, although perhaps it

51 W. Dart, ‘John Rimmer talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Winter 1988, p.11.
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concentrates on ‘seascape’ as much as ‘landscape’.  However it is in a very different

sonic category from the works by Ritchie and Holmes explored earlier, and has little in

common with those works by Lilburn which were concerned with landscapes of a more

picturesque and pastoral nature; Beatson would, I am sure, categorize this work as

‘environmental’ rather than ‘landscape’.

The spill-over from electronic compositional techniques is quite clear in the work,

particularly in the planning of textural and timbral elements.  The ‘shimmering’ held

notes or chords, a static chord or interval against which small dots of ‘colour’ are

sprinkled, organic pitch growths out of a held note, diminution down to a held note, a

held note whose timbre is quite rapidly modulated through a variety of tone colours, the

built-up layering of textures, sudden silences coming at the ends of sonic blocks (a sort

of splicing technique),  the use of blocks of sonic material in a sort of patchwork quilt

arrangement, sections whose rising pitch and increasing speed resembles the sound of a

tape being sped up;  all of these have their electronic and tape music counterparts.

The seven works chosen and analysed in this chapter can be shown to represent a broad

range of compositional styles and to be written by composers with markedly different

background experiences, and—as one might expect—the musical results are clearly

different.  However by now it will also be apparent that certain features occur frequently

enough to be given special attention; this list of features provides a starting-point for

Chapter 5.  What might then be considered part of a decipherable ‘New Zealand musical

character’ will be explored.
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CHAPTER 5:
Examination of the New Zealand works’ common features

It’s occurred to me recently that maybe what I’m doing, the way I’m using
things like canons, rhythms, prime numbers and so on is more to do with
Maori weaving traditions than the European way of looking at things.

Gillian Whitehead1

What is the sound New Zealanders born in the 1950s and 60s and 70s most
fear?  It’s not the sound of an earthquake or of bombs dropping, it’s the sound
of the school dental nurse’s drill.

James Belich2

5.1 Locating recurrent and significant qualities in the selected works

In my analytical examination of the seven selected works, as revealed through Chapter 4,

a number of features and characteristics appeared frequently, or seemed significant.

Without claiming that these characteristics are exclusive to New Zealand music, I have

found these to occur across the set of works to a degree which is worthy of detailed

examination.  These features will provide the basis for two profiling exercises: first, the

profiling of the degree to which—and the ways in which—each of these characteristics

appears in each work, and second, a consideration of the ‘spaciousness’ qualities

exhibited in these works, as discussed in a more abstract way in Chapter 3.  These

profiles are useful when working towards the construction of a stylistic picture of New

Zealand music through identification of certain stylistic features.

One must bear in mind that the works selected are orchestral works from the late 20th

century, all of which have acknowledged links to the land(scape), as some sort of focus

was important when selecting the works in order to make viable comparisons or

comment on collective tendencies.  As explained at the beginning of Chapter 4, a search

for what might constitute New Zealand musical style may most fruitfully be centred on

works for which claims have been made for some connection with land or landscape,

particularly when one is considering works written prior to the mid-90s, at which point

there was a noticeable broadening of compositional style which has necessarily been set

aside as beyond the scope of this study.

1 E. Kerr, ‘Gillian Whitehead talks to Music in New Zealand’, MiNZ, Spring 1989, p.18.
2 B. Rudman, ‘Those were our young years’, NZH, 18-19 December 1999, p.E3.
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The works’ prevalent features, as examined analytically in Chapter 4, may be

summarized in the following list:

• simplicity of form / unity

• organic growth / use of Fibonacci series

• economy of harmony

• open fifths, pedals and ground bass lines

• mixed (impure) harmonic process

• limited melodic material

• chromatic ‘bending’

• rhythmic simplicity

• driving pulses to increase musical tension and expectation

• sparse textures

• stasis

• use of birdsong

This is not the first list which has been drawn up in an exploration of New Zealand

compositional style; in her dissertation investigating New Zealand piano music from the

1960s, Lee Martelli identified 17 significant, recurrent features in the body of works she

had examined.3  As Martelli’s work is one of very few serious, in-depth analytical

studies on New Zealand music, I have examined in some detail the correlations between

her findings and my own.  Martelli’s list of features may be summarized as follows:

•  Ostinato figures that help create pedal points

•  Recapitulatory, or at least some kind of retrospective, form

•  Well-defined formats

•  Inter-related structure networks (snowballing of smaller ideas into larger ones, and

    division of larger ideas into subsets)

•  Use of texture to define sections / ideas

•  Contrasting moods within a piece / set of pieces

•  Appropriate endings / codas that neatly link the ideas presented through the piece

•  Complementary rhythms and / or harmonies

•  Economy of material

•  Character through a saturation of one or a few cells / motifs that often recur at

    original pitch throughout

•  Use of complementary or inversion-related ideas

•  Balancing of all twelve pitch-classes

3 L. Martelli, Solo Piano Music in New Zealand in the 1960s. MMus diss., University of Auckland,
1992, pp.218-220.
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•  Use of a 12-note structure without strict serial treatment

•  Avoidance of tonal writing, but not an abandonment of its principles

•  Movement / direction towards a climax which is either made up out of contrasting

    material or is an exposure of the base material / cells of the piece

•  Use of the full piano range

•  Semitone emphasis, with 7ths used as an expressive interval

Not surprisingly, some musical characteristics in this rather comprehensive list seem

vague, and may be readily located in many musics from many ages.  Furthermore,

because Martelli’s study was limited to solo piano music, a comparison of the list to my

own findings leave such aspects as instrumentation, timbral combinations and pitch

bending—aspects which are barely applicable to Martelli’s musical samples—with no

direct correspondence.  Nevertheless, as it happens there are important matches, as we

shall see.

Almost 20 years earlier than Martelli, writing in 1973 about New Zealand composers for

what was at the time the relatively new journal Islands, Jack Speirs offered a shorter list

which identified some similar musical features:

I hesitate to speak of a ‘New Zealand’ composer, yet Lilburn’s quiet lyricism, his
slow-moving ostinato patterns and his lack of demonstrative gestures, give the
impression of musical material shaped by his environment.4

Further to a correlative comparison with Martelli’s list, I shall also duly examine these

three features referred to by Speirs, as again the dearth of analytical commentary on

New Zealand music to date places great importance on that small amount which has

been written.  There are thus three lists to be compared and considered: my own,

Martelli’s and Speirs’.

Taking Martelli’s headings in order, the following cross-comparison between Martelli’s

and my own may be made:

Ostinato figures that help create pedal points are directly related to my headings

‘driving pulses to increase musical tension and expectation’ and ‘open fifths, pedals and

ground bass lines’.  Many of the driving pulses located in the works do function

harmonically as pedal points, and furthermore, a ground bass may be thought of as a

type of slow ostinato.

4 J. Speirs, ‘New Zealand Composers’, Islands, v.2 no.2, Winter 1973, p.171.
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Recapitulatory, or at least some kind of retrospective, form has connections with my

claims of ‘simplicity of form / unity’, noting further that all seven New Zealand

orchestral works in this study exhibit elements of ternary form. The appearance of

ternary form as a significant feature is also connected with Martelli’s later heading

Appropriate endings / codas that neatly link the ideas presented through the piece.

Under Well-defined formats, Martelli points to easily recognized forms such as variation

form, and the frequent appearance of sets of movements or pieces, often with arch-

shaped formats within each piece and also across a set of pieces.  The strongest

correlation between this theme and my own list of features is the heading ‘simplicity of

form/unity’.  Examining the individual works for well-defined formats, one finds this

phenomenon most obviously in the works of Ritchie and Holmes, however all seven

works are organized into aurally distinguishable sections (or movements) which have

both integrity and cohesion across the whole.

Martelli’s inter-related structure networks relates to her ‘snow-balling’ of smaller pitch

groups into larger ideas, and is also concerned with correspondences between smaller-

and larger-scale processes in the musical works.  Such features from my list as

‘simplicity of form / unity’, ‘economy of harmony’ and ‘limited melodic material’

point to the degree of unity in each compound whole, and effectively explore the ways in

which such ‘snow-balling’ does indeed occur.

Use of texture to define sections / ideas has not been singled out in my list of features.

In observing textural definition in the seven selected works, I find that each does this to a

greater or lesser extent, with particular capitalization of texture being found in the

Rimmer and Harris works.  This is such a widespread technique, common to most of

western art music of the last few centuries, that there seems little value in outlining its

particular appearances in this study.

Likewise, Contrasting moods within a piece / set of pieces is a very general claim for

any set of pieces; there is little western art music from the last few centuries in which

contrasting moods are not an important aspect of the compositional balance between

unity and variety.

Regarding complementary rhythms and / or harmonies, the use of complementary

harmonies in the seven selected works is most often observed in Rimmer’s work, and to

some extent in Ritchie’s, but this is not a very predominant feature in any of them.
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Economy of material appears in a number of forms in my list of features, ‘economy of

harmony’, ‘limited melodic material’ and ‘rhythmic simplicity’ being most directly

relevant.  So far as ‘economy of material’ can mean the frequent reappearance of

noticeably limited harmonic and thematic material, then that is best observed in the

Ritchie, Pruden and Holmes works.  However, as this heading is also concerned with the

expansion and contraction of material according to some more integrated compositional

principles, one which may incorporate a more innovative approach to instrumentation

and orchestration, then this is largely true of all seven works, although the extent to

which this can be seen as particularly noteworthy within the western art canon is again

questionable.  Across the seven works, claims of ‘economy of material’ are more

justifiable when considering a degree of unchangingness rather than a tendency to

thorough thematic development, the one slight exception to this being Pruden’s

fragmented and evolving themes.

Character through a saturation of one or a few cells / motifs that often recur at

original pitch throughout  appears more specifically in Martelli’s selection of piano

pieces from the 1960s than in the set of more recent orchestral works, particularly in its

reference to the importance of original pitch.  Indeed, Holmes's and Blake’s serialized

transpositions provide clear counter-examples of such fixed-pitch recurrences.

Nevertheless, the importance of recurrent motifs is clear, and in my list may be linked

with the feature ‘limited melodic material’ in particular.

Use of complementary or inversion-related ideas is particularly apparent in Rimmer’s,

Holmes's and Blake’s works, and relates to the ‘economy of harmony’ and ‘limited

melodic material’ features in my own list.  Martelli found these elements most in those

works which were to some extent serial, and this is not surprising; complementarity and

inversion are standard serial manipulations.

Balancing of all twelve pitch-classes  is typical of many later 20th century composition

which has been informed by serial pitch practices from earlier in the century.  In

discussing ‘mixed (impure) harmonic process’ I shall outline the ways in which a

plurality of harmonic processes have been incorporated into each work,.  There are, in

certain localized areas, an even spread of pitch classes, but this rarely extends over a

longer section of the whole work.

Use of a 12-note structure without strict serial treatment  is certainly apparent in the

group of selected works, and again this phenomenon is explored as an aspect of the

feature ‘mixed (impure) harmonic process’.  This mixing of harmonic process also

connects with Martelli’s particular observation of ‘pantonality’ in many of the works in
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her study, by which she acknowledges tonal relationships which are present in the local

sense but which avoid key-centred implications for the larger scale.  The label ‘mixed

harmonic process’ also accommodates McAlpine’s revelations of the ways in which

Lilburn’s serialism was designed so as to fit with other harmonic processes.5

Avoidance of tonal writing, but not an abandonment of its principles  is Martelli’s way

of describing a sort of pitch-focused inevitability about harmonic direction, and she

includes Lilburn’s (and Farquhar’s) triad-based harmonies under this group heading.

Triadic architecture and long-range harmonic drive, inasmuch as they occur in the seven

orchestral works, are part of the feature ‘mixed (impure) harmonic process’.

Movement / direction towards a climax which is either made up out of contrasting

material or is an exposure of the base material / cells of the piece  exists in a general

sense in all seven examples.  As with a few of the preceding categories, this is too

general to be of any specific use.

Use of the full piano range is not directly related to any of my features, nor could it be

expected to feature in a set of orchestral works.  The more general principle of utilizing

the wider instrumental ranges available may be observed in Rimmer’s and Blake’s

works, while the other five works mostly remain in ‘safe’ pitch areas.  It seems likely

that the limitation to these two is largely attributable to the superior level of performer

ability which the London Sinfonietta and the New Zealand Symphony Orchestra could

at that point offer the composers.

Semitone emphasis, with 7ths used as an expressive interval provides an interesting

consideration, and one which is not immediately apparent in my list of features.  Minor

seconds, and sevenths of both types, abound in Rimmer’s, Bowater’s and Harris's

music, whereas Ritchie’s melodic and harmonic concerns lie more immediately with

thirds, fourths and stepwise modal melodies.  Looking back on western art music, at

least as far as the earliest tonal music, one can see much use of semitones and sevenths

as strongly flavoured intervals which use and create tonal directionality, and thus carry

much expressive potential.  However there are particular ways in which the interval of

the seventh appear, notably as part of the [3-9] set which occurs frequently through the

sample set, and the tone-semitone pairing in the extremely prevalent [3-2] set also

readily yields many semitones and also major and minor sevenths.

5 F.E. McAlpine, ‘The Impact of Serialism on the Music of Douglas Lilburn’, Research Chronicle of
the New Zealand Musicological Society, v.6, 1999, pp.68-81.
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Overall, Martelli’s list has provided a comprehensive description of the musical

character present in New Zealand piano music of the 1960s, but its derivation from this

specific genre limits its applicability to music written for other forces, and Martelli’s

inclusion of some very widespread musical practices and techniques means that it can

only go a short way towards identifying specific New Zealand musical traits.

I shall turn now to Speirs’ claims, for Lilburn’s music at least, of ‘quiet lyricism, slow-

moving ostinato patterns and [a] lack of demonstrative gestures’ which, according to

Speirs, provide evidence of the music having to some extent been shaped by the

environment.  A claim of this type would appear to indicate a very specific type of New

Zealand environment which the writer considered to be typically influential; a calming

scene, in which speed and drama do not feature, presumably with rolling hills, gentle

streams and trouble-free mild weather.

Considering Speirs’ claims in the light of the seven works analysed through Chapter 4,

the following is revealed:

Claims of ‘quiet lyricism’ may be plausibly made for sections of Remember Parihaka,

Taranaki and Landscapes, however the other four works are not quietly lyrical for any

length of time.  There are lyrical melodies in some parts of Blake’s Symphony, but the

work is generally too dramatic to be described in such a way, and the quiet build-up in

Bowater’s Magma accumulates tension rather than being lyrically expressive.

With regard to ‘slow-moving ostinato patterns’, Blake has created patterns on many

levels, some of which are slow-moving, and there are repeating figures (some of which

are slow) in Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka and Holmes's Landscapes.  As noted in

connection with Martelli’s claims of ‘ostinato figures that help create pedal points’,

ostinati as such are rarely found in these orchestral works.  However the appearance of

ground bass lines in Blake’s Symphony and the long decorated homophony which is

repeated, slightly altered, quite a few times in Bowater’s Magma do present something

akin to a ‘slow-moving ostinato pattern’.  It would appear that true ostinati were more

prevalent in New Zealand compositions of an earlier age.

As far as ‘demonstrative gestures’ are concerned, it would be misleading to claim of

Blake’s Symphony a lack of such.  This large work quite frequently displays bold

gestures, and Blake’s strong orchestration skills generally ensure their dramatic effect.

Holmes's Landscapes is the least demonstrative of the works, on the whole, and much of

Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka and Pruden’s Taranaki are understated and simple,

although this does not necessarily render them undemonstrative.  Rimmer’s The Ring of
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Fire alternates, according to the nature of each musical section, between flamboyant,

extravagant gestures and quiet contemplation, and there is a similar range of drama and

restraint in Bowater’s Magma.  In Harris's work, rather than a lack of demonstrative

gestures, there are potentially demonstrative gestures which are cut off, cut short.  As

Baragwanath notes of Harris's music:

At crucial points of his compositions, extended themes of definable character do
occasionally coalesce, but they are always either (1) melancholy, (2) ironic (i.e. while
the fragmentary texture crystallises into a melody, the accompaniment dissolves into
freedom), or (3) cut short.6

Baragwanath goes on to make an analogy with the emancipation of what were

traditionally accompanying figures, and then points to the unattainability of true pleasure

in Harris's music, which appears to mean that the long melodic material is not ‘allowed’

to be expansive and revel in ‘romantic’ arches such as may be found in, say, Blake’s

music.

Although Speirs’ claims were appropriate for a significant portion of New Zealand

music at the time when he made them, musical styles have gradually evolved and

expanded, and the older generalizations no longer hold for many of the country’s

composers.  The selected works by Ritchie, Pruden and Holmes are sufficiently in the

style of the older school of New Zealand writing—despite two of these composers being

the youngest of the seven—that the features listed by Speirs do appear fairly

consistently in those three works, but this is not the case for the other four.

So, having explored the relationship between my findings and those earlier—important

and rare—observations by Speirs and Martelli, there is clearly sufficient continuity of

analytical discourse for a picture of New Zealand musical style to be proposed from the

above.  What follows now is a systematic exploration of my list of recurrent features, all

of which have arisen from the comprehensive examinations of the seven works which

form the focus of this study.  The findings are presented, first in the form of a chart

which summarizes the findings, then each work is discussed with respect to each

characteristic.  The chart provides at a glance a ‘snapshot’ of the works, demonstrating

the array of characteristics and the extent to which they appear applicable to each work.

Because there is a range of applicability, the chart uses a system of dots, darkly filled

through to hollow.  The verbal explanations which follow provide a detailed picture of

the ways in which each characteristic appears in the works, as well as the extent of their

appearances.

6 N. Baragwanath, ‘A Question of Balance: The Music of Ross Harris’, MiNZ, Winter 2000, p.17.
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Table 5.1: Musical Character Profile (initial)

Ritchie
Remember
Parihaka

Pruden
Taranaki

Holmes
Landscapes

for Orchestra

Blake
Symphony:
The Islands

Bowater
Magma

Harris
The Hills of

Time

Rimmer
The Ring of

Fire

Stylistic Features

simplicity of form / unity

organic growth / use of Fibonacci series

economy of harmony

open 5ths, pedals and ground bass lines

mixed (impure) harmonic process

limited melodic material

chromatic ‘bending’

rhythmic simplicity

driving pulses —› musical tension &tc.

sparse textures

stasis

use of birdsong

KEY:

Very applicable
Applicable
Partially applicable
Slightly applicable
Not applicable

simplicity of form / unity

All seven works use, to a greater or lesser extent, the essential element of ternary form;

certainly, all seven have endings or sections towards the end which refer to their

openings.  In Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka and Holmes's Landscapes, ternary form

contributes directly to the clear simplicity of form in these relatively uncomplicated,

short works.  Harris's use of timbral/harmonic blocks in The Hills of Time has a

strongly unifying effect over time, and there is a nod to ternary form in the final chords’

harmonic similarity to the opening of the work.  Bowater’s use and re-use of textural

blocks with strongly characterized gestures in Magma, together with their melodic

material being fashioned primarily from the same pitch class sets, leads to unification

over a varied range of material, and the placement of the long ‘molten homphony’

section at the centre of the work creates an overall ternary structure.
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Pruden’s Taranaki begins and ends with an energized D major chord,, and presents a

series of themes which are slightly related, and also linked by fragmented thematic

material spread through the texture.  There is a consistency of harmony, particularly

through the stacks of thirds, which contributes to the work’s cohesion.

Rimmer’s formal plan is of five contiguous movements, which fits the ternary template

in the way it uses similar material for the melodic lines of Volcanic Birth and Lament,

and its overall theme-sound-theme format.  Despite the harmonic richness of The Ring

of Fire, Rimmer has achieved harmonic cohesion through the recurrence of certain easily

distinguished sets, and strong subset/superset relationships between pitch sets.  As

already noted, [3-2] appears very strongly at the opening and closing of the work, and its

octatonic supersets—particularly [5-10] and [8-28]—occur frequently.  This intervallic

play in the melodic material is typical of Rimmer’s style, and yields strongly unified

harmonies without resorting to simplistic melodic content.

Blake’s absorption with internal structures of patterned repetition has given rise to a

reliance on those patterns and prolonged processes for the greater formal scheme, which

at times result in formal incoherence and a lack of forward drive.  A high degree of unity

is thus inherent in the work, but this has not resulted in a clear, simple form.

Thus, Blake’s and Rimmer’s works only partially demonstrate ‘simplicity of form /

unity’, whereas the other five works are strongly unified and formally straightforward.

organic growth / use of Fibonacci series

The musicologist Ruth Solie has explored concepts of organicism in music through the

ages, and specifically considered living metaphors in music as having peaked in the 19th

century, being part of an aesthetic which values unity—a unity which somehow makes

essential each part of the music, large and small.7  This degree of concern over the

integration of minimal and maximal may also be observed in some compositions of the

late 20th century, such as those works from the 1980s by Ligeti which utilized concepts

of self-similarity which arose from mathematics’ ‘Chaos Theory’.

Ritchie and Holmes have both developed their musical ideas in organic ways: Ritchie’s

expansion of sets of cardinality 3 to supersets of cardinality 4 is a simple example of

organic growth, and Holmes has created an organic development whereby she pulls a

long held note tangentially out of a melodic string, often by another, different

7 R. Solie, ‘The Living Work: Organicism and Musical Analysis’, 19th Century Music, 1980, pp.147-
156.
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instrument.  Pruden’s use of pitch sets which arise from the alternation of major and

minor thirds, and expansions and contractions of these sets, allows for the harmonic

content to grow and shrink in organic ways, and there is an organicism evident in the

ways in which the themes tend to ‘morph’ into each other and the ways in which

fragmented thematic material provides much  of the surrounding polyphony.

Rimmer achieves organic growth by systematic expansion out from a single pitch to a

full texture involving all 12 pitch classes (bb.28-35).  Likewise, as noted in Chapter 4,

Harris's The Hills of Time does also, at times, reduce 12-tone harmonic groupings down

to unison pitch, and then reconstitute a pitch-saturated harmony, although this is not

systematic expansion in the same way as Rimmer’s.  Organic growth is neither a

systematic nor a particularly noticeable feature of The Hills of Time, although there are a

few examples, such as in bars 12-17, where the neighbour-note oscillations are gradually

expanded in the upper (trumpet) line, expanded to a ninth.

In Bowater’s Magma the use of textured blocks is fairly consistent, and there is an

element of organic growth in the short-range melodic patterns which stretch [3-2]

figures to [3-3] configurations, and sometimes beyond.  Through the work the various

blocks are gradually brought together and to some extent overlaid, which is another way

of ‘growing’ the musical material.

Many composers in the second half of the 20th century have utilized the Fibonacci

series, arising from an older branch of mathematics which observes ‘natural’

developments and expansions; as Ernö Lendvai, in his analytical text on Bartók’s music,

said:

The Fibonacci series reflects, in fact, the law of natural growth.  To take a simple
example, if every branch of a tree in one year shoots a new branch, and these new
branches are doubled after two years, the number of the branches shows the following
yearly increase: 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34...

‘We follow nature in composition’ wrote Bartók, and was indeed directed by natural
phenomena to his discovery of these regularities... This is why the form-world of
Bartók’s music reminds us most directly of natural pictures and formations.8

If a composer subscribes to the belief that use of such patterns imbues a musical work

with a naturalness, then it is no wonder that they adopt such patterns into their music on

any level.  From Bartók’s music onwards, many composers have used the series to

generate supposedly natural-sounding patterns of expansion.  Here, the extent to which

the series is used in these particular New Zealand works is decidedly kept within strict

limits.

8 E. Lendvaï, Béla Bartòk: An Analysis of his Music.  London, 1971, p.29.
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Blake has used the Fibonacci series, reversed, to determine the bass-note lengths for the

opening of his Symphony’s second movement, and a little later in the movement

Fibonacci relationships are used to control small-group bar clumpings.

Some of Rimmer’s small rhythmic patternings in both Thermal Dance and Lahar

sections involve small-scale use of Fibonacci series, in both increasing and decreasing

forms; these are on such a small scale that the effect is brief and cannot be likened to a

longer-term shaping. Certainly, the use of Fibonacci series to determine the growth

patterns in a work is a very codified approach, and it seems plausible to suggest that the

limited extent to which Fibonacci series have been applied points to a general reluctance

on the part of many New Zealand composers—with the exception of Blake—to be

particularly systematic, perhaps for fear of appearing ‘intellectual’.  Ultimately, the

primary effect of such a limited and small-scale adoption of the series could simply be

to limit the appearance of so many ‘square’ rhythms.

Thus, in summary: Ritchie’s work demonstrates thoroughly organic growth patterns,

although he does not utilize Fibonacci series, whereas Holmes’s work is also quite

strongly organic, lacking in Fibonacci, but generally more expansive and exploratory

than Ritchie’s.  Blake has designed many organic patternings and processes which are

seen through to the end, and his use of Fibonacci is similarly thorough.  Harris’s and

Bowater’s works are the least ‘organic’ in their growth patterns, nor do they use

Fibonacci; by comparison, although Rimmer’s work encompasses a wide repertoire of

compositional techniques, there is small-scale Fibonacci utilization and a tendency to

organic development.

economy of harmony

The economising of harmony may be manifest in two primary ways.  Firstly, the use of

one harmonic unit or a number of closely related harmonic units across a large part of a

work is a harmonic economy over time.  Secondly, by having relatively simple

harmonies, perhaps ‘empty’ harmonies (with low cardinality), harmony is economised

in the moment.

Economy of harmony on both the large and the small scale is a striking feature of

Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka in its empty harmonies and sparse textures; indeed, in

some cases, these harmonies may appear directionless (as in the two hexachords of bars

3 and 9).  A high degree of connectedness is exhibited, with most segments involving

pitch class sets of low cardinal number, and a large number of subset relationships.
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Most of Ritchie’s sets of cardinality 4 involve triads with a little semitone ‘spice’ added,

and these also feature in Holmes's Landscapes.  Pruden’s Taranaki also makes much

use of triads with added spice, and there is an economy of harmony in the recurrent

thirds-alternation which gives rise to so many of the harmonies.  These three works

(Ritchie’s, Holmes’s and Pruden’s) fit more neatly the set of New Zealandness musical

characteristics described by Spiers, and the harmonic similarities between their main

note sets and Lilburn’s writing have already been mentioned in Chapter 4.

Holmes is also harmonically economical by using in Landscapes a sequence of pitch

focuses whereby all twelve pitch classes are eventually sounded; these are generally

uncomplicated although slightly dissonant harmonies of cardinality 4 or 5 with relatively

slow harmonic movement.  Blake’s harmonic development, likewise, hinges on a

sequence of pitch focuses in a 12-tone string, with economies not so much in the

moment as in the interconnectedness resulting from the highly systematized processes.

Harris's harmonic pitch class sets are not always small, but there is a high degree of

harmonic consistency between the related timbral blocks.  The first and final chords of

The Hills of Time are particularly clear with their overlaid [3-9] sets, the same set which

was notably prevalent in Remember Parihaka.

Rimmer’s harmonies, whilst not being economical in the straightforward manner

exhibited by Ritchie, do have consistent patterns of expansion and contraction, of

relatedness through the development of melodic and harmonic material.  Rimmer’s

predilection for harmonic expansion and contraction, many involving combinations of

set [3-2], affords him the opportunity to build up to, and down from, whole modal sets

using smaller blocks.  This technique, together with the thirds-based expansion

demonstrated by Pruden, exemplifies Martelli’s term ‘snowballing’.  Bowater’s

Magma also utilizes harmonic expansion and contraction, frequently using sets [3-2]

and [3-3] to produce much of the linear material which makes up the musical blocks.

There are also areas in Magma which are much more harmonically dense and result

from overlaid contrapuntal lines which are chromatically saturated or nearly so, and yet

other areas which are made of altered or smeared triadic harmonies.

Thus, in summary, we see that Ritchie’s work is the most harmonically economical,

Harris’s is the least harmonically straightforward, largely due to the high cardinality of

most of its pitch sets, and the variety of approaches to pitch combinations.  The other

five works demonstrate fairly consistent harmonic economy.
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open fifths, pedals and ground bass lines

The use of so-called ‘open fifths’ is one of the principal signifiers of ‘rural’ or ‘rustic’

elements in western art music, traceable not only through much of New Zealand’s

music, but back through music of the United States, and widely recognized in older

European music (with its links to bagpipe drones and natural resonances), for example

in the openings of Beethoven’s 6th and 9th Symphonies, and in Wagner’s The Flying

Dutchman.9   It has also been loosely referred to in Bollinger’s statement which is

quoted in Chapter 2.4, in which he refers to the ‘droning riff, with its Gaelic echoes’, as

being a recognizable New Zealand characteristic.10

A key feature of Blake’s Symphony is its prevalence of pedals (often in octaves) and

open (perfect) fifths: 52% of the bars in Movement I contain pedal notes, in Movement

II: 72%, and Movement III—while not so dependent on pedal notes—has a prevalence

of open fifths: 45% of its bars contain clearly audible (often prominent) open fifths.

Likewise, in Pruden’s Taranaki there are obvious perfect fifths in over 40% of the bars,

although these are certainly not all empty fifths, and pedals appear in about 60% of the

work.

This use of open fifths is a point of great similarity between Blake’s and Ritchie’s

works.  In the first 2/3 of Ritchie’s work, 75% of the bars contain open fifths, and most

of these are produced by identical or very similar instruments (and therefore clearly

audible as open fifths).  Similarly, in both Remember Parihaka  and Landscapes for

Orchestra, wherever a chord contains one or two perfect fifths, the two instruments

playing a fifth apart are often of the same type.

Although Landscapes does not use pedals, a series of transitory tonal centres is similar

to the use of ground bass lines, and likewise the use of slow sequential pitch centres in

the first movement of Symphony creates an atmosphere of gradual, inexorable, working-

through.  This is similar to the inexorable rise which takes place through the ‘molten

homophony’ section in Bowater’s Magma, which is effectively a long ground bass

pattern with relatively unchanging harmonic surround.  Magma is, however, a work in

which open fifths and pedal notes do not predominate.

Open fifths are not a general feature throughout The Hills of Time, although filled fifths

do occur regularly.  Pedals do appear under many of the timbral blocks of all three

9 M.V. Pisani ‘“I’m an Indian Too”: Creating Native American Identities in Nineteenth-and Early
Twentieth-Century Music’, The Exotic in Western Music. ed. J. Bellman. Boston, 1998, pp.218-257.
10 N. Bollinger, ‘Hello sailors’, NZL, 2 February 2002, p.54.
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types.  Ground bass lines are not a feature of the work; musical directionality is largely

controlled via the movements between timbrally-segregated sections.  Similarly, The

Ring of Fire features neither open fifths nor ground bass lines, however there is

significant use of pedal notes, mostly by the double bass.

Thus, in summary, both Ritchie’s and Blake’s works use open 5ths, pedals and ground

bass lines as strong structural elements.  In comparison, Holmes’s work has the

equivalent of an underpinning ground bass line in its shifting harmonic focus, but is less

dependent on drones; likewise, there is a lack of harmonic ‘anchoring’ offered by

perfect fifths or pedals in Bowater’s Magma.  Harris’s and Rimmer’s works use some

but not all of the techniques listed, and not as musical anchors to the extent that Ritchie

and Blake did.

mixed (impure) harmonic process

Four of the sampled works straddle two ‘schools’ of harmonic process.  Ritchie’s

Remember Parihaka mixes tonal processes with modal; at times there is a strong

leading-note-to-tonic drive, but at others there is a more sustained, ‘unresolving’

modality involved, and Pruden’s Taranaki also straddles modality and tonality.

Holmes's Landscapes use non-tonal melodies and shifting pitch centres, and her

harmonic structures sit half-way between 12-tone (with the use of all twelve pitch classes

as temporary focuses) and tonal: where these pitch focuses occur they usually have the

gravitational pull of tonal centres, enhanced by the presence of their associated

‘dominants’ and/or ‘leading-notes’.  Moreover, the grouping of pitch-centre sequences

into major triadic groupings detracts from the sequence’s dodecaphonic nature.

This use of all 12 pitch classes as transitory tonal centres, and particularly their

organization into triadic groupings, bears similarities with the first movement of Blake’s

Symphony, where the sequence of theme transpositions is ordered in diminished seventh

chordal arrays.  Blake’s melodies are sometimes dodecaphonic, and at other times

modal.  As found in Ritchie’s opening section, Blake also frequently utilizes

‘triad+(semitone)’ harmonic units, thus compromising the otherwise tonal entity.

Harris, Bowater and Rimmer have largely avoided adherence to modal/tonal pitch

centredness in the selected works, rather using the twelve pitch classes more freely.

Bowater’s work here combines an essentially triad-centred (albeit distorted) harmonic

world through the central section with a more even-handed use of the twelve pitch

classes through the outer sections.  In Harris’s and Rimmer’s works in particular there

are at times a focusing onto few pitches, or even a single pitch (Rimmer), yet at other
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times creating chromatically saturated harmonic areas; as such, neither work is serial, nor

systematically atonal, but rather contain the 12 pitch classes organized into smaller and

larger sets according to an independent architectural design, with perhaps some

indebtedness to Stravinsky which is most noticeable in Harris's case.

Thus, in summary, all seven works exhibit the characteristics of mixed harmonic

process, most particularly Ritchie’s, Pruden’s, Holmes’s and Blake’s works which

utilize two clearly identifiable harmonic systems.  Bowater’s, Harris’s and Rimmer’s

works do not straddle two discrete systems to the same extent, but there is still a mixing

of processes throughout.

limited melodic material

Limited melodic material appears from the works examined to be a prevalent feature, and

one could make claims for a connection between this and the musical spaciousness of

each work.  This paring down of the basic materials has its parallels in other New

Zealand art forms, particularly literature, as seen in the writings of R.A.K. Mason and

Frank Sargeson.

Melodic limitations parallel economical harmony in many ways, and indeed there is

significant overlap.  What appears frequently amongst the key works is a melodic

limitation which results from brief melodic ideas containing a small number of pitch

classes (small motivic or cellular quanta) being used to generate much of a work’s

melodic material.

From the seven works, Ritchie’s and Holmes's in particular exhibit melodic limitations,

and this is partly due to their being written for amateur or semi-professional orchestras.

It is certainly possible to write easy music which is at the same time adventurous and

unconventional in its approach to instrumental use—such as many of the works

commissioned and played on very little rehearsal in Britain by COMA, the amateur

orchestra for contemporary music performance—but this is not a path that either of

these composers would normally choose.

It is worth noting the relative occurrence of the set [3-2] in many of the limited melodic

patternings.  The alto flute in The Ring of Fire performs a sustained solo which makes

significant use of set [3-2], calling over a sparse percussion and pizzicato bass

background which one might claim had an empty, spacious atmosphere.  If we isolate

each instrument’s melodic line from the opening of Remember Parihaka we find this

same [3-2] set.
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Pruden’s melodies are mostly long arching thematic melodies which are the focus for

most of the work.  The melodies often incorporate triadic and chordal shapes from the

surrounding harmonies, and there is a certain economy in the way one melody to some

extent morphs into another.

The melodic lines in Holmes's Landscapes mostly develop organically, with gradually

expanding range.  Holmes rarely uses sets with such low cardinality as 3, but it is

notable that the opening flute melody remains, for the first four bars, within the set [5-

10], a partial octatonic set and thus also a multiple/superset of [3-2].  Bowater has, as

already noted, made significant use of the [3-2] and [3-3] sets in building the melodies

and motivic fragments of Magma.

As already noted in Chapter 4, a connection has been made between the [3-2] set found

in Maori chant and Harris’s compositional use of the octatonic set, however it seems

much more likely that this is the influence of Stravinsky, particularly in a work such as

The Hills of Time.  On the other hand, Blake’s melodies and their fragmentation—a

fragmentation which provides much of the accompanying background texture—mostly

feature perfect fifths and fourths.

Both Harris's and Rimmer’s melodies make much use of alternating play over one or

two intervals, particularly at the beginning of a melodic line.  In the case of densely

contrapuntal textures there is a strong connection to ‘economy of harmony’, such as in

bar 9 of The Hills of Time, in which the solo trumpet line builds out from a repeated F#

to an E/F# oscillation (bb.12-13) to a B/E/F# set [3-9] interplay, and so on.  Similarly,

Rimmer’s alto flute melody from the opening of The Ring of Fire  makes its way from a

(decorated) repeating E to a brief E/high F alternation, to a B/C alternation which, after

some intervening material, returns on page 2, and so on.  Harris's and Rimmer’s

harmonic and melodic languages both exist in a textural array of melodic strands which

feature such oscillations, and Bowater’s is not unlike this in using fast-moving layers of

motivic cycling to build much of the more densely textured material.

In summary, then, the limitation of melodic material is most apparent in Ritchie’s and

Holmes’s work, and Blake’s Symphony and Pruden’s Taranaki both present long

melodies with nonetheless limited content.  Bowater, Harris and Rimmer applied fewer

restrictions to their melodic materials, but their works still, to some extent, demonstrate

melodic efficiencies and a certain refinement of pitch choices.



213

chromatic ‘bending’

As explained in Chapter 4 with respect to Ritchie’s ‘chant-like theme’, chromatic

slithering and doubling at the fourth are two recognized techniques of musical exoticism

(including rustic and Celtic connotations), and this evocation of ‘other’ is very familiar

from much of western art music’s lexicon of the exotic.11  Certainly, chromatic

‘bending’ appears regularly in recent New Zealand music, and this is partly attributable

to its connotations of Maori music, whose chants and wind instrument melodies

frequently exhibit pitch bending; in particular, a falling-away of pitch.

In Rimmer’s final Lament section, chromatic bending (or, more specifically, a glissando

across a semitone distance) occurs in both the solo piccolo line and throughout the

accompanying string material.  The exotic and primitive effects of this bending are

reinforced by its conjunction with the [3-2] set.  Rimmer’s intention to evoke the exotic

in this section and its predecessor (the opening Volcanic Birth section) is made clear in

his sketches, which note ‘shakuhachi’ underneath ‘Alto Flute’ in the first movement

and ‘koauau, nguru’ underneath ‘low piccolo’ in the final movement.  Earlier in the

work, in Thermal Dance, there are strong chromatically-slithering lines (e.g. bb.42-46)

and harmonics slithering in the upper strings at the end of that section (bb.59-63).

In Holmes's Landscapes there is little of this pitch-bending: a few string glissandi in

bars 38-41, a few trills and many acciaccaturas which decorate melodic lines form most

of the smaller-scale pitch features in the work.  Nor does chromatic bending feature in

Blake’s Symphony or Pruden’s Taranaki; gestures are mostly more overtly dramatic,

with a long-range running and sweeping motion (such as in the first movement, bb.486-

500) or soaring in a ‘romantic’ style over a deep bassline.

Bowater’s Magma uses portamenti in both directions as a gestural device in the low

brass, timpani and double bass parts, most of which traverse a distance of seconds or

thirds.  As such they do not constitute pitch ‘bending’, but rather an unstable-sounding

and sudden sliding movement.

Harris's The Hills of Time does not make use of chromatic bending, but there are areas

of chromatic slithering, such as in bars 40-41 (p.5) where the brass converge towards a

common G.  This is related to the lack of real solo activity in the work; harmonic and

melodic interest lies in overlaid contrapuntal lines and homophonic blocks, nearly all of

which utilize larger melodic intervals most of the time.

11 M.V. Pisani ‘“I’m an Indian Too”: Creating Native American Identities in Nineteenth-and Early
Twentieth-Century Music’, The Exotic in Western Music, ed. J. Bellman. Boston, 1998, pp.218-257.
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Thus, in summary, we see that Rimmer and Ritchie have used chromatic bending in

significant ways, but these features rarely appear in the other five works.

rhythmic simplicity

The late 20th century has witnessed in much western art music a foregrounding of

rhythm and a treatment of it as a separate parameter, independent of pitch.  This separate

focus on rhythm has given rise to a wide variety of rhythmic developments, many of

which involve complexities previously unexplored.  Beats have been divided by many

contemporary composers into divisions other than 3, 4, 6 or 8, and these divisions, or

‘tuplets’, have at times been ‘nested’ within each other.  This is not to say that all late

20th century music takes advantage of more complex rhythmic possibilities, but it is to

say that such complexity might, by the law of averages, be expected to appear

somewhere in a set of works with these dates of composition.  In relation to the

developments I have outlined, there is a simplicity of rhythmic treatment across most of

the New Zealand works examined here, with the exception of The Ring of Fire (see

following page).

Remember Parihaka exhibits an overt pulse-based rhythmic simplicity, as does

Taranaki, albeit with a few quirky 3/8 and 5/8 bars and triplet crotchet groupings in an

otherwise crotchet-based rhythmic environment.  Similarly—although to a lesser

extent—Holmes's Landscapes rarely lose track of the pulse or of small pulse groupings,

although the pulse basis here is notably more important than the length of the measure.

Triplets and quintuplets appear quite frequently, as do some short fast-note runs, but

these generally occur in solo lines (accompanied or otherwise) or paired woodwind

lines, thus effectively doing very little to distort the underlying pulse-basis.

Blake’s Symphony does not utilize particularly complex rhythms; the greatest rhythmic

conflicts arise through various (usually equal) divisions of bars being overlaid.  Three

examples of this may be noted in the first movement: bars 507-517 contain a 6:5:4

rhythmic conflict, bars 561-562 hold a 3:8 ratio, and in bars 616-621 there is a 5:6:8

conflict.  In Symphony’s second movement, from bar 203, various instrumental lines

emerge—initially played by the strings—which overlay repeating ostinati and build

gradually evolving harmonic movement.  Tension increases as the rhythmic interactions

between the lines become slightly more complicated by ostinato layers being added to

the texture.  Other than the beat divisions described above, and the overlaid ostinati

described here, the only other slight rhythmic challenge in the work occurs simply in

performing various fast runs at the required speed.



215

Bowater, like Holmes, has changed bar lengths but generally maintained pulse speed.

There is, however, a degree of rhythmic complexity achieved in a few of the most dense

areas by overlaying of different beat divisions, such as in bars 303-306, where

semiquavers coexist with rhythms of dotted triplet quavers and semiquavers.

Harris's rhythms are mostly straightforward, although as noted in Chapter 4, beat

divisions with more complex ratios are sometimes overlaid (e.g. strings: bb.145-148,

p.27, and woodwind: bb.207-213, pp.38-39).  This latter example may be thought of as

the frenzied birdsong section, however these sections are mostly short-lived.

Rimmer has provided the greatest challenge to the listener’s sense of ongoing pulse,

with multiply overlaid irregular rhythms (e.g. p.6), ‘feathered’ beaming, unmeasured

harmonic sliding, very fast-running passages (e.g. b.184), unmeasured boxed repetitions

(e.g. those on p.16 marked ‘improvise rapid irregular patterns’), and the ‘time-space’,

or ‘durational’ notation of the Lahar section.  The complexities thus derived are more

often than not the result of an unmeasured high-speed overlay, rather than a highly

defined rhythmic relationship involving complex calculations.  Rimmer has saved the

more extreme rhythmic flexibility for the solo lines, imbuing them with a cadenza-like,

sometimes chant-like quality.

Thus, in summary, rhythmic simplicity may be seen in these seven works to be a

noteworthy feature of Ritchie’s, Pruden’s and Holmes’s works, and also to some extent

Blake’s; Bowater’s and Harris’s rhythms are mostly quite straightforward, while

Rimmer’s are rarely simple.

driving pulses used to increase musical tension and expectation

This feature is not particularly special; driving pulses have often been used to create

musical tension over the last few centuries of music.  However the use of these pulses as

a primary technique for increasing tension and expectation is noticeably prevalent in five

of the selected works.  A few examples follow:

The use of Ab pulsing timpani from bar 115 in Holmes's Landscapes  has been noted,

its function being to create a strong forward-drive while supporting fragmented, active

music from other instruments.  Likewise, the inexorable nature of a repeatedly pounding

bass drum, as heard in Remember Parihaka from bar 143, drives the music forwards to

what follows.  Much of Taranaki is energized by quaver pulses and repeating quaver

patterns; indeed, Theme 3’s more lilting waltz-like nature is one of the few areas in the

work where there is little forward drive.
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Blake uses pulsing in each movement of his Symphony to build expectation.  In the first

movement the opening uses pulsing timpani and harp (on Ab).  In the second movement,

irregular pulsing from bar 203 using overlaid rhythmic patternings enhances the tension

as the various pitch layers come and go creating a gradually evolving harmony.  The

harmony which emerges at bar 269 rests for some time on a C/E/B chord, set [3-4] as

the overlaid ostinati hold the tension levels underneath blaring brass.  In the third

movement, from bar 190 the harp, lower strings and tuba together produce an air of

expectation through their off-beat pulsing.

One textural component in Bowater’s Magma is a series of quaver pulses (such as the

string pulses from bars 48-52 and the hocketed quaver patterns of bars 135-140) which

do build expectation and tension, partly through their conflicting cycle lengths.  These

quavers later reappear as a component of the more dense amalgams, such as in bars 303-

311 where the tensions climax.

Driving pulses are not used in Harris's The Hills of Time to increase tension; rather, the

irregular alternations in the static blocks, and the associated tempo relationships, produce

the greatest forward impetus.  Likewise, Rimmer’s forward momentum in The Ring of

Fire derives from series of irregular (and sometimes startling) events in combination

with melodic and harmonic shaping, rather than a simple driving pulse.

Thus, in summary, driving pulses feature noticeably often in five of the seven works,

namely those by Ritchie, Pruden, Holmes, Blake and Bowater.  Harris’s and Rimmer’s

use of pulse-based forward impetus here is loose and less consistent.

sparse textures

To claim a sparseness in music is to some extent a subjective matter, and it is thus a

difficult matter to categorize.  Music with a thin texture is sparse, as may be music with a

wide empty pitch band between high and low coincident sounds.  Sparseness may also

be contextual; a sound may be relatively sparse, in comparison with neighbouring

sounds and textures.

Ritchie’s textures are at their most sparse in the interstices between sections: in bars 38-

39 the line ascends through a diminuendo to a brief silence, and as Section I draws to a

close  and Section II commences there is a slow build-up of energy and a thickening of

texture.  The texture thins again in bars 122-130, with high lines played by solo

instrumentalists, and again around bar 145, as the climactic section is approached.  This

is primarily a formal feature.
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Pruden’s textures are moderate in sparseness: the orchestration is often spare, but there

is a general consistency to the sound which is congruent with the way the piece is made

partly of melody with accompaniment and partly of motivic and contrapuntal interplay;

there is no thinning of texture between sections. Holmes's use of low instruments

playing a unison melody is certainly sparse, as is her use of high sustained pitches (e.g.

flute, bb.55-59).  As in Remember Parihaka, Landscapes also rests on sparse textures

in the interstitial areas.

As in Ritchie’s and Holmes’s works, Bowater’s Magma has a variety of textures and

most of the very thin sounds occur between areas of differing musical material, some of

which are dense and thick.  Thin, sparse textures appear significantly in short solo

sections, such as the piccolo solo (bb.164-170) and the timbales solo (bb.315 - end).

The great difference in perspective between the two solo celli in the opening of Blake’s

Symphony, seemingly close in comparison with the distantly massive backdrop of the

quiet drone notes, is one of many instances in this work where two extremes are set up

and maintained in a significant way; a void between two extremes (of pitch, timbre or

perspective) connotes sparseness. The independent movement of lower layers can imply

great power, or alternatively provide great stability over which the upper layers are more

free to move.  A simple method for creating unity and stability, (perhaps stasis with

respect to pitch-centredness) has also been used here: the two cello melodies mirror each

other.  Blake’s sparse textures rarely remain so for long in this work; thematic ideas are

mostly treated to an increasing reiteration and eventually overlaid to build much thicker

textures.  Movement I’s textures are (quite suddenly) thinned at various points, prior to

another thickening process applied, such as in bars 145, 253, 353, 388, 608 and 718.

Harris's writing is texturally and timbrally segregated into clear sections, according to

the Land/Humanity/Birdsong (brass/strings/woodwind) structural organization.  There

is a fairly constant textural density within each section, so when the sections are overlaid

there is a thickening of texture, but rarely a noticeable refinement of texture within each

sectional block; one such rare refinement occurs at bar 224 (p.41) when the oboe has a

solo bar which leads up to the final section.

Rimmer balances and juxtaposes thick and thin textures; the opening texture of Volcanic

Birth—mostly comprising solo alto flute—is sparse, partly due to the thin sound of a

few instruments sounding at any one time, but also because of the extreme timbral

differences between the various instrumental gestures.   There is also a sparseness in the

octave-enriched single-pitch opening of Thermal Dance, with its timbral modulations

and a degree of spatial panning.  In comparison, the recapitulatory Lament section uses
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a more consistent timbre (quiet strings, non-vibrato, supporting the piccolo solo),

however a sparseness exists in the aural perspective provided by the high, loud piccolo

solo together with loud bongos against the background low-level string textural block.

Thus, in summary, it is apparent that despite some inherent vagueness in the definition

of sparse textures, such textures are acutely apparent in parts of Ritchie’s, Bowater’s

and Holmes’s works, and sporadically apparent in Blake’s and Rimmer’s.  Pruden’s is

moderately spare through much of the work, however much of Harris’s work is active

and dense, and even his more static textures are nonetheless quite thick, so there is little

apparent sparseness.

stasis

Stasis may be achieved in a number of ways.  Rimmer achieves static effects by use of

shimmering chordal blocks or single pitches, such as the alto flute’s timbral trill in

Volcanic Birth (p.1, system 1), the fast-repeating ‘boxed pitches’ (e.g. piano, p.2,

system 1; pizzicato strings from b.102, p.10 and from b.189, p.16) and timbrally-

modulated single pitches such as the D from the opening of Thermal Dance (b.2) and

the Bb from bar 261 in Lahar.  Stasis is also enhanced by Rimmer’s systematic build-

ups to and from the work’s 12-tone moments; the harmony does not appear to range

about from one field to another, but rather it expands and contracts between unison and

12-tone saturation states with a sense of controlled containment.

Homophony, as opposed to polyphony, may be interpreted as a static quality.  This

quality exists in a basic form through much of Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka and in the

long, primarily homophonic central  section of Bowater’s Magma.  Magma also, like

The Ring of Fire, is frequently static in its use of cycling pitch sequences.

Other static qualities of note in Remember Parihaka include a relatively slow pace, and

long ‘predictability durations’; in other words, the length of time between one attention-

capturing event and the next.  The aforementioned areas of ‘sparse textures’ in both

Remember Parihaka and Landscapes contribute to an overall static quality in the works.

Furthermore, the use of ternary form has a built-in long-range stasis: one finds oneself

back where one started, as if no activity had actually occurred at all; as explained earlier,

this occurs partially in all of the works examined.

Blake’s use of multiply overlaid figures to create thickened textures leads to a kind of

textured stasis which is made of scurrying, directionless figures.  Developmental stasis

is a result of the confusion, and harmonic stasis arises from the literal transpositions in
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extremis.  The significant use and re-use of literal transpositions is also a significantly

static aspect of the ‘molten homophony’ in Magma.

Harris has actively sought to create pitch stasis (as noted in 4.5) in the brass sections,

and this is used in a partially representational manner: Brass = Land, a relatively static

element compared with the other two (birdsong and humanity).  The textural consistency

creates a stasis which is undermined by the harmonic variety inherent in all material

except that of the brass.

The harmonic economy in Taranaki provides its main element of stasis, in the

interconnectedness of most of the pitch sets and the use of pulses and pedal notes.  This

stasis is countered, however, by the work’s energetic qualities and the arching long

melodies.

In summary, then, stasis appears regularly and significantly in most of the works, with

only Taranaki and The Hills of Time being particularly limited in their range of static

elements.

use of birdsong

In general, very many New Zealand composers have at some time or other incorporated

birdsong (either literally, or more generically) into their musical compositions.

Birdsong incorporation may be used to locate the music geographically, although this is

only really effective if the birdsong is particular rather than generic.  It may also be used

with the intention of creating a more ‘natural’ soundscape.  Having said that, neither

Ritchie nor Holmes have made overt, or even glancing, references to birdsong in their

works represented here.

As one might expect, given the nature of the highly volatile White Island, bird life does

not exist there and Rimmer has not adjusted his sonic ‘picture’ in order to incorporate

any.  Blake’s extra-musical ‘picture’, however, namely the sonnets by Charles Brasch

(which refer a number of times to birds and birdsong), would not be complete without

some sort of birdsong reference, and indeed it exists in such as the first movement’s bar

70 (the glockenspiel’s descending perfect fifth sounding remarkably like a bellbird).

As explained in Chapter 4, The Hills of Time abounds with specific and non-specific

bird-like sonic activity, in keeping with the extra-musical structure underlying the work.

Bowater’s Magma does exhibit some elements akin to birdsong (e.g. flutter-tonguing

from b.67, and the flute melody in bb.70-75), however Bowater herself (as noted in
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Chapter 4) has said that this was not intended as birdsong.  As this particular ‘use of

birdsong’ section is concerned with a composer’s conscious use of birdsong—rather

than elements which may appear to be bird-like—it is considered sufficient to concur

with the composer’s view of the inclusion, or otherwise, of birdsong in the work.

Pruden’s Taranaki seems relatively birdsong-free, however the innocent-sounding flute

motif in bar 190 (which is then picked up by the percussion and transformed into a

tumultuous, bombastic frenzy) does sound rather bird-like, and is related to the work’s

opening material.  It is too late to ask Pruden if birdsong was intended at this point, and

there is no reference to it in his commentaries on the work, but considering his work

with soundtracks for documentaries about New Zealand birds it seems very likely that

he would have quite consciously developed compositional techniques designed to evoke

birdsong.

In the sections above, the list of features derived from Chapter 4’s analyses may be seen

to both encompass the analytical results and to update and supplement earlier

descriptions of New Zealand musical style.  None of these features are in themselves

particularly outstanding, but the extent of their predominance is certainly noteworthy,

and there does in fact appear to be an identifiable and meaningful ‘bundling’ of musical

characteristics; in particular, ‘simplicity of form / unity’, ‘mixed (impure) harmonic

process’, ‘driving pulses’ and ‘stasis’ feature predominantly across most of the works.

5.2 ‘Space’: the bigger picture

In order to continue the examination of ‘spaciousness’ it is necessary now to return to

the findings of Chapter 3 and consider their applicability to this specific group of works.

The results of investigations into musical space as explored through Chapter 3 were a

list of musical features which might be used to reveal the musical spaciousness of a

work:

• spatial movement of sounds and/or physical separation of sound sources

• clarity

• independent musical layers

• distance effects such as blurring, delayed reflections, depth of echo and

 reverberation

• steepness of melodic line

• spaces between sounds

• relative unclutteredness
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It must be noted that a categorical approach to some of these various elements is

problematic; the assessment of the degree to which a work contains ‘independent

musical layers’ or has ‘clarity’, particularly given the variety that appears in some of

these works, cannot be a purely objective matter.  To what extent does one consider a

foreground melody with background accompaniment to be two independent layers?

And is an ongoing textured band of sound which is made of interwoven small-scale

patternings cluttered or uncluttered, clear or dense?  And does the most memorable or

striking element  in a work devote its quality to the entire work, or should it be assessed

on a pro-rata basis, significant only for the portion in which it occurs?

This list does bear a number of similarities with the list of those features and

characteristics which appeared frequently through the analyses of the New Zealand

works, as noted in Chapter 5.1.  A cross-correlation of the two lists and further

consideration of the seven New Zealand works reveal the following (summarized later, in

Table 5.2):

spatial movement of sounds occurs most literally in Lahar, the fourth section of

Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire.  This ‘space feature’ does not connect directly with any of

the stylistic features derived from Chapter 4’s analyses, although such aspects of the

works as are described under the stylistic heading ‘sparse textures’ mostly relate in

some way.

The ‘calling’ in Blake’s Symphony  (Movement II) which begins in bar 122 with two

high antiphonal trumpets is a strong example of spatial evocation.  The falling pitch (as

if a voice calling from the mountain tops) and the spatiality of the call-and-answer

pattern is strikingly evocative of spaciousness.

clarity relates most directly to the stylistic headings ‘sparse textures’, ‘economy of

harmony’ and ‘limited melodic material’ in the following ways: ‘sparse textures’ can

provide clarity, particularly in those instances where unison or solo melodies sound, and

where solo lines exist in the sonic foreground against a distant drone backdrop;

‘economy of harmony’ provides an uncluttered clarity in instances of localized

harmonic simplicity, such as in Remember Parihaka and Taranaki, and a cohesive

musical clarity in those instances of generalized harmonic economy where harmonic

movement is relatively slow or harmonies are highly connected, such as in the works by

Bowater, Rimmer and Blake.  ‘Limited melodic material’ provides a clarity in those

instances where quite slow, simple melodies occur over a harmonically supportive
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background, or in instances of clear melodic or simple contrapuntal statement such as

that where Blake’s opening mirrored cello pair slowly and explicitly enunciate a row and

its inversion.

Generally applicable statements about the clarity across the selected works seem

inappropriate, given the variety of ways in which clarity may be manifest.  However one

could claim that in the simpler works, such as those by Holmes, Pruden and Ritchie,

clarity is generally achieved by areas of musical simplicity and straightforwardness,

rather than being fashioned out of a complexity of elements which contribute to that

simplicity, be it a melodic line or a clean and clear texture.

The use of the word ‘clear’ carries essential ambiguities: one is obliged to make a

distinction between the sort of musical clarity which utilizes open, bright, transparent

sounds, and the sort of musical clarity in which musical events are explicit and obvious,

rather than obscured or occult.  By way of example, in Birtwistle’s The Triumph of

Time (rehearsal no. 21) the clear use of piano, harps, glockenspiels, vibraphones and

crotales (answered by clarinets and flute) provides an example of the former (open,

bright sounds), however these are not explicit musical events, and in particular they are

not harmonically explicit.

Very high sustained sounds can also be very clear, for example the high unison Eb in

bars 54-59 of Landscapes.  In The Hills of Time, clarity and opacity are used in stark

contrast, and in Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire the clarity of the opening and final sections

appears at points throughout the work, yet at other points there is a generally thickened,

more ‘muddy’ sound.  Magma, likewise, involves areas of sonic clarity contrasted with

opacity.

Clarity may also be suggested by the unison melodies in Landscapes (e.g. b.80); this

instance is particularly ‘clear’ because it is a whole tone melody.  Overall there is a

clarity, indeed a transparence, both harmonically and in the use of the orchestral

instruments in this work.

Large-group unison lines also occur frequently in both Landscapes and Remember

Parihaka.  Likewise, Symphony features long-range melodic unisons, for example the

presentation of the ‘theme’ in Movement I (bb.67-73: bass clarinets, bassoons and

celli).  Large-group unison melodic lines are a feature of the music of Elgar and those

whose music he directly influenced, such as Bax and Vaughan Williams, and listeners

often associate large-group unison melodies with landscape images, particularly images

of rolling hills and broadly expansive rural scenery.
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In summary, then, across the works examined there is near-consistent clarity in

Ritchie’s, Pruden’s and Holmes’s works, and clarity is also apparent in sections of the

other four works.

independent musical layers

Of all the spaciousness indicators being considered here, this appears to be the least

applicable to the group of New Zealand works being examined.  Of the stylistic features

listed, those which might attach most easily to an exploration of ‘independent musical

layers’ are ‘sparse textures’ and possibly ‘stasis’, yet for these works at least these

connections are insufficient in themselves to indicate truly independent layers.  Indeed,

one could almost claim the opposite: that New Zealand music may be characterized as

lacking in long-range independent line counterpoint.

Of the seven works, the only one for which claims of independent musical layering may

be consistently made is Blake’s Symphony.  In its second movement, registral space is

important: from bar 90 there is a significant gap between the two outer string lines of

this homophonic writing (initially more than five octaves) and gradually over more than

a hundred bars of continuous homophonic string writing this gap is steadily reduced.

Also, in the opening of the second movement the high upward sweeps of woodwind over

low held (rumbling) pitches create an effect, through the marked registral space (and

consequent timbral contrast), of the tips of waves high above the powerful depths of the

sea.  This is insufficient to claim truly independent counterpoint, but there is a certain

independence about lines which are so registrally separated.

Contrapuntal areas appear in all of the works at some points, but these are not

independent lines so much as conglomerations of motivic gestures or patterns which are

overlaid and entwined to make what is effectively a single sound mass; in particular, this

sort of contrapuntal mass appears in Magma, The Ring of Fire and The Hills of Time.

distance effects such as blurring, delayed reflections, depth of echo and reverberation

may be linked to ‘sparse textures’, ‘driving pulses’, ‘ground bass lines’ and a

prevalence of ‘open fifths and pedals’ as follows: ‘sparse textures’ in those instances

where there is a wide intervallic gap, ‘driving pulses’ in those instances where the pulses

have a low frequency component, and similarly ‘ground bass lines, open fifths and

pedals’ in those instances where low frequencies are part of the overall sound.

Such open fifths as are found in much of Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka provide a

certain perceptible ‘echoing depth’, although these do not really amount to ‘distance

effects’ as such.  The pulsing bass drum line in Remember Parihaka  (bb.143-165) and
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also the pulsing Ab timpani line in  Holmes's Landscapes (bb.115-142) do create a type

of ‘echoing depth and reverberation’; indeed, there are reverberant qualities in

Landscapes.

Blake’s Symphony opens with a pulsing Ab played by timpani and harp, and a sense of

perspective or ‘depth of field’ is enhanced by the two solo celli playing intimately

(close) against this distant pulsing backdrop.  There are many cases in Symphony where

the musical background is established in registral depths (often ‘rumbling’ depths) and

this is not surprising, given the composer’s extra-musical concerns in the composition.

Pruden’s Taranaki—like Symphony—uses pedal notes significantly, however these are

not generally as deep or sustained as in Symphony, and there is a general lack of

registral gap or distance effects in Taranaki.

In The Hills of Time held bass-notes and sustained harmonies—most of which occur in

some of the string writing—come closest to this sort of depth, but Harris has not made

much significant use of musical depths.

Bowater’s Magma features the lower instruments of the orchestra in significant musical

blocks, and registral separation is a feature.  The ways in which the work’s (low)

‘molten homophony’ moves from one harmony to the next with in-built delays resulting

from decorations and suspensions also gives rise to a sort of harmonic blurring which

may be heard as a distance effect; this does, of course, fit with the extramusical concept

of magma underground.

The pedal notes of the double bass which appear quite frequently through The Ring of

Fire have been noted previously.  It is also worth noting that the timbral evolutions

which occur through the beginning of Thermal Dance produce a sort of ‘reverberation’

without being particularly deep, and similarly there is a depth of field, rather than pitch,

in the broad expansion from [3-2] out to the full chromatic set which occurs on page 6

(bb.29-35).  Also in Thermal Dance, sudden depths are plumbed in bar 47 when the

shrieking upper strings cease and the music falls into a low double bass F with crashing

piano chords, and Rimmer’s glissandi reverberate intermittently through this section.

In summary, then, Blake’s Symphony makes the most consistent use of distance effects,

although they are also noticeable in Rimmer’s, Bowater’s and Holmes’s works.

Ritchie’s, Pruden’s and Harris’s works demonstrate only fleeting distance effects, the

middle ground being most important in those cases.
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‘steepness’ of melodic line  may be considered a subset of those aspects noted under

‘space in linear motifs’, particularly in those cases where wide intervals or directional

sweeping melodies abound.  There is little of this in Remember Parihaka, however in

Holmes's Landscapes there are steep hills and valleys in a few of the melodic lines, for

example at the end of the initial flute melody (b.9), the cello line between bars 101 and

103, and the jagged flute line of bars 142-3.  In addition, the overall contours of the flute

line clearly exhibit strong directional sweeps in each direction.  Similarly, in Bowater’s

Magma there are a few melodies (again, mostly played by flute) which are angular and

steep, but much of the writing is stepwise.

The first two of the three themes in Taranaki are very angular, with triadic sweeps and

many large leaps.  Directional sweeps are also a recurring feature in Blake’s Symphony;

most of them appearing as upward sweeps high above background depths; in particular

the first seventy-plus bars of Movement II.  In Harris's The Hills of Time, there are

some very angular oscillations and jagged melodies throughout, bearing similarities to

the melodic lines of Varèse, and Rimmer’s melodies in The Ring of Fire cover a wide

spectrum, ranging from the limited world of [3-2] of the opening to the great melodic

sweeps of pages 2 and 17.

Thus it would appear that steepness of melodic line is particularly apparent in Blake’s,

Pruden’s, Harris’s and Rimmer’s work, while also being of some importance in

Holmes’s Landscapes and Bowater’s Magma.  Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka has the

least angular melodies of the seven.

spaces between sounds may be conceived of in various ways.  One approach is

temporal, concerned with the time duration between sounds; this is loosely associated

with aspects of the stylistic features ‘rhythmic simplicity’ and ‘sparse textures’.

Another consideration is the ‘openness’ of harmonic elements, as located in those

stylistic elements categorized as ‘sparse textures’, ‘simplicity of form/unity’, ‘economy

of harmony’, and ‘open fifths, pedals and ground bass lines’.

In Remember Parihaka , the most obvious motivic leaps occur in the ‘more European-

sounding theme’ from bar 65, which involves a systematic widening of intervallic

content, achieving an agitated atmosphere.  Similarly, in Pruden’s Taranaki the

sweeping angular melodies create a certain ‘space between sounds’, but in most other

respects there is a fairly close atmosphere in the work.

The unfolding, expanding nature of Holmes's opening flute melody in Landscapes also

connotes spaciousness.  The transference of pitch from one instrument to another in
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Landscapes, as discussed in Chapter 4, builds a timbral space into motifs which is a

special but nonetheless justifiable example of spaces between sounds.

The open harmonies, sparse textures and formal simplicity of Ritchie’s and Holmes's

works have already been explored, as have their instances of economical harmony and

use of open fifths, pedals and ground bass lines.  Blake’s twelve-tone rows in

Symphony, whenever they appear, feature thirds and fifths.  If one takes the view that

consonant intervals are more spacious than dissonant (see Chapter 3), then these

intervals maximise the melodic ‘space’ available in a serial context.

Bowater’s registral gaps in Magma are significant, as are the sudden changes between

areas of thin and thick textures; these elements are most indicative of the ‘spaces

between sounds’ in the work.

The slow-moving elements in The Hills of Time contribute significantly to any claims of

‘spaces between sounds’ in the work, particularly in the Tempo I sections.  Many of

Harris's melodic intervals in the work are wide, often either in a rising line or alternating

between a pair of notes; the faster alternations refer in some way to birdsong when

played by woodwind, or involve a triumphant fanfare-like statement when played by the

brass. The acknowledged birdsong sections, particularly bars 194-214, have the most

rapid, angular writing, but the most significant melodic expansions occur in the broad

upward sweeps of the upper parts; most phrases have top lines whose final pitch is

higher than their first.  A field of perspective in the sonic ‘landscape’ is also provided

by Harris’s use of timbral blocks; the brass cliffs, the flightiness of the woodwind and

the shiftily active strings exist in distinctly separate blocks of activity, and the contrasting

of these activity levels creates a sense of spatiality.

As much as there is intervallic space in Rimmer’s melodies, with their bold sweeps and

jagged lines, there is also a rhythmic space which is absent from the other sample works,

in the free use of durational extremes.  Rimmer’s opening Volcanic Birth section uses

clear gaps (perceptible rests) between the sounds throughout the alto flute solo, and

towards the end of Lament a few gaps appear as the piccolo’s support gradually falls

out and away.  Clear rests also occur in the cello cadenza (b.294), and the discontinuities

of the sound-splicing—with its similarities to tape splicing—which occurs frequently

through all of Lahar contributes to a perception of gaps or spaces.

In summary, then, ‘spaces between sounds’ is a loose descriptor which may be

identified in a number of forms in all seven works being considered, and which appears

most predominantly in Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire.
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relative unclutteredness

This spaciousness feature has much in common with the ‘clarity’ mentioned earlier,

particularly in those works which use relatively simple harmonies and avoid intricate

counterpoint.  With the possible exceptions of ‘organic growth’, ‘mixed harmonic

process’, ‘chromatic bending’ and ‘use of birdsong’, most of the stylistic features

noted in Chapter 5 may contribute directly to an uncluttered sound—and indeed those

four features may also exist quite comfortably in an uncluttered texture.

The foregoing consideration of the space elements in the seven New Zealand works,

together with the stylistic features noted in Chapter 5.1, may be summarized in the

following chart (Table 5.2):
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Table 5.2: Musical Style and Spaciousness Profiles

Ritchie
Remember
Parihaka

Pruden
Taranaki

Holmes
Landscapes

for Orchestra

Blake
Symphony:
The Islands

Bowater
Magma

Harris
The Hills of

Time

Rimmer
The Ring of

Fire

Stylistic Features

simplicity of form / unity

organic growth / use of Fibonacci series

economy of harmony

open 5ths, pedals and ground bass lines

mixed (impure) harmonic process

limited melodic material

chromatic ‘bending’

rhythmic simplicity

driving pulses —› musical tension &tc.

sparse textures

stasis

use of birdsong

Space Characteristics

spatial movement of sounds and/or
physical separation of sound sources
clarity

independent musical layers

distance effects such as blurring, delayed
reflections, depth of echo &
reverberation
steepness of melodic line

spaces between sounds

relative unclutteredness

KEY:

Very applicable
Applicable
Partially applicable
Slightly applicable
Not applicable

Thus it may be seen that the predominant ‘space characteristics’ in the New Zealand

works are ‘clarity’, ‘spaces between sounds’ and ‘relative unclutteredness’, while the

element ‘independent musical layers’ in particular is largely absent from these works.

The appearance of ‘spatial movement’ and ‘distance effects’ is also limited amongst

these seven works.  So some of the characteristics we might expect to connote

spaciousness are much more apparent than others.  This is an interesting discovery, and

one which I shall consider further, below.
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5.3 New Zealand’s Empty Landscapes?

Notions of spaciousness are closely linked to notions of emptiness, certainly insofar as

wide-open landscape images are concerned. In Chapter 3, I suggested that what is

particularly apparent in New Zealand music might better be described as ‘emptiness’

rather than ‘space’.

Many of the stylistic features which were listed in Chapter 5.1 could quite easily be

construed as connoting ‘emptiness’ just as readily as ‘spaciousness’; certainly, it can be

argued that formal simplicity and unity, economy of harmony, open fifths, pedals,

limited melodic material, rhythmic simplicity, sparse textures and stasis can all contribute

to a perceived musical simplicity which has a pervading emptiness.  The remaining

features (organic growth, the use of Fibonacci series, ground bass lines, mixed harmonic

process, chromatic ‘bending’, driving pulses and birdsong) have, I believe, neither more

nor less to do with emptiness than they do with spaciousness, as I shall explain.

Organic growth and interest in the Fibonacci series’ approximation to a ‘natural’

patterning may generate a natural-sounding flow with little sophistication or complexity;

Fibonacci in particular has been used to provide a single process of expansion or

contraction.  Ground bass lines and driving pulses have an inexorable forward drive

which one may associate with a number of things, depending on context.  In Hollywood

film soundtracks there is often an edgy sense of danger associated with this sort of

musical momentum; tragedy can be ‘just around the corner’, in which case visual and

psychological emptiness or space seem implausible; indeed, an almost claustrophobic

sense of being closed in and beset with danger could be a more likely psychological

result in that context.  However there is, on a more essential level, something very empty

about any repetitive cycle, and one could suggest in this an undercurrent of deep rural

existence with dark Kiwi Gothic atmospheres, a scenario in which Man Alone remains

still visible in the rear vision mirror.

There is a naturalness about inflexional pitch shifts, or chromatic ‘bending’, particularly

when compared with the artificial grid of the tempered diatonic scale system.

Furthermore, pitch bending is a feature easily associated with connotations of ‘other’

musics including Maori music, and thus connotative of pre-European—therefore

sparsely populated—images.   New Zealand emptiness is one, then, which can place

importance on open landscapes, natural proportions and scarcity of people.  Birdsong

can conjure ‘naturalness’ and it is one small leap from that idea to at least a nebulous

image of a spacious (perhaps empty), certainly sparsely populated area; the greatest

threat to native bird populations over the last few centuries has been people.
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Thus one feature remains seemingly unconnected to ideas of ‘emptiness’; that of

‘mixed harmonic process’.  Mixed processes may also appear in other art forms, and

there is a parallel here with Bill Manhire’s comment, at least of his own poetry, that it ‘is

strongly marked by tonal drifts and lurches, and I think that these come mainly from the

diversities, disjunctions, juxtapositions and incongruities which constitute my

experience’, commenting further that much of his experience ‘is derivative, a matter of

influence and imitation’12.  Musical analogies to such ‘drifts and lurches’ are certainly

possible, such as in the rather prickly feature ‘mixed harmonic process’, which surely

does arise—in part at least—from a willingness on the part of the composers to take a

mixed approach to matters concerning harmony and form.  One could suggest this is a

brave new way of forging harmonic process, or alternatively frame it as composerly

ambivalence; a reluctance to commit wholeheartedly to any single approach.

It is interesting too, to note Blake’s belief that ‘what we [New Zealanders] think of as

spaciousness is thought of by overseas people as morbid awkwardness.’13  It is

plausible that this so-called ‘awkwardness’ may well be related to an unresolved musical

problem, a sense of musical unease or compromise, and that this unease may at times

reside in a certain ambivalence towards (or compromise of) formal control.  It may also

be the direct result of so many steep melodies.

Examining the possible exemplification of ‘awkwardness’ through the key New

Zealand works in this study, I find Ritchie’s music to be quite straightforward and

tightly unified, but that the extramusical ‘text’ is concerned with relocation, dislocation,

loss and separation.  Holmes's Landscapes contains transitory, harmonically

destabilized links, but these are short and not particularly awkward. The Brasch sonnets

which Blake uses as extramusical texts in Symphony feature a sense of exile and loss.

Musically, too, there is an ambiguity in Symphony between serial process and tonal

vectors; two relatively incompatible ways of handling pitch have, in their combination,

created harmonic and melodic destabilization—a sense of musical unease, certainly.

Harris's The Hills of Time brings together formal templates from Stravinsky, harmonies

reminiscent of Varèse, and concepts of New Zealand landscape, to form something

which certainly, like Manhire, exhibits incongruity and disjunction.  Rimmer’s The Ring

of Fire hinges on the dichotomy between ‘sound’ and ‘theme’, utilizing a vast array of

12 Bill Manhire, ‘Breaking the Line: A View of American and New Zealand Poetry’, Islands 38,  New
Series v.3 no.2. December, 1987, p.152.
13 C. Blake, personal communication, 13 February 1998.
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disparate musical gestures and timbres.  Its climax through the final rotation of Lahar

involves actual physical relocation in the piccolo soloist’s move, leading into the Lament

which stands in stark musical contrast to the desolate landscapes of the central sections.

There is a direct and obvious link between the space elements which appeared frequently

across the seven selected works—namely ‘clarity’, ‘spaces between sounds’ and ‘relative

unclutteredness’—and the concept of a relatively empty landscape.  Two of those space

elements which appeared less frequently in the works—namely ‘independent musical

layers’ and ‘spatial movement’—have more to do with motion and layers of activity than the

frequently-apparent space elements, so perhaps what is important in connection with the

concept of space in New Zealand music is a degree of stasis.  This sits well with the concept

of an inactive landscape as an empty one: one without human activity, and one in which the

static view is of prime importance.

Many of the issues of Music in New Zealand yield certain recurrent words, including

‘place’, ‘space’, ‘identity’ and ‘natural’; clearly, these are perceived as desirable

musical qualities.  Conversely, some other words which I would also relate very strongly

to the New Zealand cultural situation do not appear, or at least appear extremely rarely.

Such words as ‘emptiness’ and ‘solitude’ are all but absent, while ‘unease’ and

‘ambivalence’ appear infrequently, and not usually associated with music.  This could

either mean that these musical features are generally not recognized, or quite possibly

avoided as having negative connotations when applied to music.  Nonetheless they seem

to be part of the fabric of New Zealand culture; perhaps leftover byproducts from what

Belich calls the period of ‘recolonization’, certainly ironic and reticent.14

As noted before, the use of limited melodic and harmonic material in New Zealand

music has its parallels in New Zealand literature, and also film.  The generally slow

pacing has also been a common feature of New Zealand film until recently, with slow

unfoldings which may be aligned with the ‘spaces between sounds’ subtitle explored in

the preceding section.

A ‘sense of space’ has been almost ubiquitous in the visual art worlds of fine arts and

film, with their focus on landscape and open spaces.  As Ian Conrich and Sarah Davy

note:

14 Belich Paradise.
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It was not until Desperate Remedies  (1993) that a New Zealand film was made
entirely in a studio.  It could be argued that with the Pakeha experiencing difficulties
in establishing a sense of place and identity, they have become resident tourists
within the New Zealand landscape.15

If one accepts this view, then the frequent references made to landscape and space, rather

than supporting and ‘grounding’ New Zealand art, may have proven self-defeating after

all, revealing all too clearly the strain put upon any sense of heritage and tradition by art

creators and audiences alike.  Lilburn, one of the most consistent advocates of the need

to establish a musical tradition in New Zealand, was nevertheless at times unsure of

whether his music was really and truly connected to his New Zealand sonic

environments.16

Rimmer, on the other hand, has no qualms about quite literally incorporating into his

compositions those sounds around him which he has found personally inspiring.  To

this extent, at least, Rimmer has contradicted Bregman’s claims for the organized aural

perception of music functioning differently from the perception of other sounds;

Rimmer’s relationship with his environment is immediate and active, directly connected

with his compositional activity, and not for the first time it is the definition of music

itself which stands most challenged.

15 I. Conrich (ed.) and S. Davy, ‘Views from the Edge of the World: New Zealand Film’, Studies in
New Zealand Culture, v.1. London, 1997, p.3.
16 as may be seen in the quotation at the beginning of Chapter 4, in which Lilburn expressed his
inability to define New Zealand qualities in sound.
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CHAPTER 6: Re-evaluating uniqueness

6.1 Contexts and comparisons

In Chapters 4 and 5, I explored the earlier writings about New Zealand music by

commentators like Speirs and Martelli, and provided profiles of the seven New Zealand

works which have been the focus of this study.  It has been shown that there is a bundle

of stylistic features which these very different works share, to a greater or lesser degree.

Furthermore, concepts of musical space and spaciousness explored in Chapter 3 have

been considered in relation to these particular works, and an assessment made of the

extent to which each of these ‘space characteristics’ appear in the works.  In music, the

perpetuation of ideas about space and spaciousness in New Zealand music and the

aligning of national style to the landscape myth both contribute to the mechanism which

supports claims for that style being special or distinctive.

As noted in the Introduction to this thesis, there is a national self-consciousness which

concerns itself not only with what national identity is and might be, but also which sets

out to claim, for the nation, special and unique qualities.  These claims for special or

distinctive style call for some sort of comparison between the New Zealand works and a

comparable group from overseas which in all other respects fill the same basic criteria;

namely being orchestral (or chamber orchestral), having some sort of stated connection

to land or landscape, and having been written within the same 20-year period.  Although

comparisons cannot be made in a scientific way, due to the necessarily small group of

works which can be tackled in a study of this breadth, it is expected that comparisons

will still prove interesting, and can provide some sort of context for the central analytical

findings in relation to the New Zealand works.

I decided, when choosing the works for comparison, to select works from countries

which might readily be compared with New Zealand.  Thus Australia, Canada and the

United States were chosen for their being—like New Zealand—settler societies, and

England was chosen for its importance to New Zealand as the country which is most

closely connected with Pakeha New Zealand’s cultural roots.  For some time I also tried

to find an appropriate work from Finland to include in the comparison set, as Finland’s

size and population density is similar to that of New Zealand.
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I also considered it important to choose non-trivial compositions by composers whose

national significance is not slight, and whose creative years have been mostly spent

based in their home country.  This proved problematic in the case of Finland, as Kaija

Saariaho, and possibly Magnus Lindberg, seemed the most appropriate and recognized

Finnish composers of the time period, yet both have spent much of their composing

careers living in France.  Saariaho’s music also presented another problem, since her

most notable orchestral works include components for electronics, and this element

would have made comparisons of some features, particularly timbral features,

problematic.

It was also necessary to choose works for which recordings and scores were available,

and I gave preference to composers whose works were already situated in a web of

discourse.  In the case of England, I considered Birtwistle’s Earth Dances (from 1986,

which was initially to be called Geometria) however the size of the work, the lack of any

detailed critical writing about it, and a slight concern that Birtwistle—having spent over

15 years in France—should probably be ruled out despite his being embraced by the

country as a leading British composer, led me to exclude that work in much the same

way as I found it necessary to exclude Gillian Whitehead’s Resurgences from the New

Zealand selection.

I also considered George Benjamin’s Ringed by the Flat Horizon (1980), however

Benjamin has not been particularly prolific since that prodigious early work.  Mark-

Anthony Turnage does not appear to have a tendency to land-based imagery in his

music, and Peter Maxwell Davies’ orchestral music from the time was all part of a

numbered series of symphonies or of Strathclyde concerti.1  In comparison, Michael

Finnissy’s Red Earth  was a direct musical response to the landscape, and given that

there were published writings readily available about his music as well as a published

score and a good recording, I settled on that work.

Peter Sculthorpe is Australia’s leading figure of his generation of composers, and

Mangrove is rare in being an Australian work about which a significant analytical article

has been published.  Locating a work from the United States with a connection to

landscape proved challenging, and I enlisted the help of a music librarian in accessing an

1 It must be noted here that there are, in Maxwell Davies’ symphonies nos. 1, 2 and 6 an acknowledged
connection on the part of the composer with the landscape of the Orkneys, however there was, at the
time when this study was commenced, no available detailed analytical writing about these large
complex works.
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email list in the United States to canvass opinion as to which work people might

recommend; George Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape was by far the most frequently

mentioned work among the responses.

R. Murray Schafer is an appropriate Canadian figure for this type of study; his interest

in, and concern for, the environment mirrors the concerns of many New Zealand

conservation-minded citizens.  Academic writings about his music were not difficult to

locate, so I chose his The Darkly Splendid Earth...

Given the relatively large populations of the countries, and the fact that gaining public

attention in a more populated country can often take a little longer, it is not too

surprising that three of the four selected composers (all except Michael Finnissy) are

older than all but one (Pruden) of the selected New Zealand composers.

Thus, after much deliberation, I selected the following non-New Zealand musical works

for comparison:

Mangrove (1979) by Peter Sculthorpe (1929—) [Australia]

A Haunted Landscape (1984) by George Crumb (1929—) [U.S.A]

Red Earth (1988) by Michael Finnissy (1946—) [England]

The Darkly Splendid Earth: The Lonely Traveller  for violin and orchestra (1991)

by R.Murray Schafer (1933—) [Canada]

All of these works are performed as single movements, and they range in duration from

just over 13 minutes (Sculthorpe) to a little under 22 minutes (Schafer), thus falling

within the durational range of their New Zealand counterparts, the shortest New Zealand

work being Holmes’ Landscapes at 9 minutes, and the longest Blake’s Symphony at

approximately 45 minutes.

Mangrove

When writing Mangrove, the Australian composer Peter Sculthorpe omitted woodwind

instruments and harp as part of a conscious attempt to avoid writing anything so

obviously programmatic as the sounds of water and rain.  In his sleeve notes to the CD

recording, Sculthorpe stated quite clearly that he was not wanting to paint a musical

picture of mangroves, but rather to ‘crystallise [his] feelings about mangroves.’  The

extramusical influences at work here include paintings by the Australian painter Sidney
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Nolan, a myth from New Guinea, and a beach in Japan; thus, as with the other three

compositions in this comparison group, the landscape references are (interestingly) not

specifically limited to a landscape in the composer’s own country.

Mangrove won 5th place in the Paris Rostrum in 1979, bringing what was at that time an

unprecedented success for an Australian composer.  Sculthorpe’s biographer, Michael

Hannan, has given significant credit for its success as a composition to Sculthorpe’s

skilful incorporation of the traditional Japanese melody Isé-no-Umi, a piece from the

saibara genre of Japanese court music, the vocal melody from which Sculthorpe

included almost in its entirety through a large part of the work.2  Naomi Cumming,

however, disputed that the melody would be recognized as the Isé-no-Umi melody by

Japanese listeners, as the timbre of the original is inextricably linked with its

recognition.3  By using the 104-bar long melody, not in its original orchestral texture

but rather as a melodic line played by the first cello and enhanced ‘fuori di passo’ by

the second cello (supplemented by the instruction ‘to indicate that the given notes be

played a little behind and sometimes a little ahead of the beat’), Sculthorpe has imbued

the melody’s long lines with an echoing, haunting quality and transformed it into

something altogether different.

In her detailed examination of Mangrove, Cumming made connections between notes

and writings about the work (particularly those from Sculthorpe himself) to the work

itself.4  These connections were made first from a purely programmatic point of view,

and then by examining the musical structuring in greater detail in order to explore the

modes of signification in the work, using an approach to musical semiotics devised by

David Lidov which required that attention be given, not only to the notated score, but

also to aspects of the music which are brought out in performance alone.

As we saw in Chapter 2, Cumming subscribed in part to Lawrence Kramer’s view that a

work’s title is an inherent part of the work, and any influence that the work’s title may

have on the reception of that work is still inherently of the work.  However Cumming

proceeded to reveal two primary relationships inherent in the music: ‘those between

suggested ethnicities, and those of “man” with the environment.’5  The climax which

culminates in a statement of Sculthorpe’s ‘love and loving’ theme in the work is shown

by Cumming to be dependent for its power on ‘the preparation and support of

“indigenous” drumming [which] does give power to the assimilated ritual sounds’, yet

2 M. Hannan, Peter Sculthorpe: his music and ideas, 1929-1979.  St. Lucia, Qld, 1982, p.198.
3 Cumming, Mangrove.
4 ibid., p.205.
5 ibid., p.226.
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the drumming, although containing obvious ritualistic signification, does not implicate

any particular ethnic group.  Likening Sculthorpe’s inclusion of non-Aboriginal yet

‘other’ (non-Western) ethnic musical references to the use of the exotic by such as

Maurice Ravel, Charles Ives and Paul Simon, Cumming presents the argument that the

function of these inclusions is actually to contribute to the second type of relationship,

that is, between ‘man’ and ‘nature’.  Quoting Louise Meintjes’ study of Paul Simon’s

Graceland and her examination of postcolonial compositional practices, Cumming

explains that these non-Aboriginal non-Western assimilations ‘cover an ignorance of

the assimilated tradition as historically distinct from that of the dominant group’ and

thereby facilitate ‘an encounter of the “individual” with “nature” to form a work with

recognizably “Australian” identity.’6  In this way, Sculthorpe has utilized ‘“exotic”

techniques and sources which become the mode of expression of his individual

encounter with the environment . . . projected as definitive for others also in their

relationship with the land.’7

Of the idea of the ‘mangrove’ in the musical scene, what is important is a shift in

Sculthorpe’s focus from the distant landscape to the closer, more detailed life forms in a

tropical setting, although there was yet a further part in Sculthorpe’s pre-compositional

images, namely ‘thoughts of a New Guinea tribe that believes man and woman to be

descended from mangroves’.8

Andrew Ford’s Dots on the Landscape radio series of 2001, mentioned earlier in

Chapter 2, provided surprisingly explicit statements by Sculthorpe about musical

‘codes’ which are apparently in his music and may on occasions be perceived.  Apart

from Ford’s earlier interview with Sculthorpe from 1990 in which a few note letter-

names are referred to rather obliquely, this would appear to be the first time Sculthorpe

has discussed his pitch decisions and revealed how for him the specific note-names can

encode non-musical meanings.9  It would be fair to say that the codes seem to be only

partially applicable to most of his works.

In discussing with Ford the prevailing practice of referring more often to how the

landscape looks rather than how it sounds, Sculthorpe explained in detail a

compositional ‘code’ he had devised for landscape-influenced composition thus:

6 ibid., p.229.  See also L.Meintjes, ‘Paul Simon’s Graceland, South Africa, and the Mediation of
Musical Meaning’, Ethnomusicology 34, 1990, p.38.
7 ibid., p.229.
8 from the composer’s note on the score
9 A. Ford, Composer to Composer: Conversations About Contemporary Music. London, 1993, p.41.
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When the tam-tam is being rolled on the rim, that’s the wind.  When the cymbal is
ebbing and flowing in dynamic from p to f, that’s the surf . . .  The bass drum is
always death, even in a piece that contains no reference to death.  If the bass drum
sounds you can be sure that it’s like a memento mori , it’s a reminder of death.

. . . if in a work of mine there is a low C pedal, and if, in conjunction with that there
will be a Db, say, a minor 9th higher, you can be certain that that’s my code for a
didjeridu, and you can be certain that at some stage it will resolve on E a 10th higher,
just as the didjeridu overblows at the 10th.

. . . If there are rapidly repeated figurations that centre on an A then you can be sure
that there are insects—there are always insects—and A of course is for Australia.

. . . If in my music you’ve got oscillating G’s and Ab’s you’ll always know the
landscape is present.

. . . if there’s a great distance between changes of harmony . . . you can be certain
that the music is about the desert, or about a very broad, wide landscape.  If the rate
of harmonic change is a little less slow, then it’s likely to be the bush or a country
town, and if it’s quickened up then it’s likely to be referring to the city. . . .
Ultimately, though, I prefer the slow rate of harmonic change because it’s very hard
to write music like that, to keep the tension.10

This appears very systematic and extremely programme-based, and it is interesting to

note his willingness to work in such a literal way.  However it must be noted that there is

little correspondence between the ‘codes’ and Mangrove.  What appears more

interesting, in fact, is the way that Sculthorpe avoided overt or superficial word-painting

in this work, as seen in his comment about omitting woodwind or harp.  An examination

of Mangrove for any of these codes reveals the following:

The tam-tam is rolled in bars 89-97, 115-123, 151-156, 162-166 and 268-274; however

there are no instructions to roll it on the rim; thus the wind may or may not be present.

The cymbals are not rolled, and therefore the ebb and flow of surf is not represented in

this codified way.  Sculthorpe’s statement that ‘the bass drum is always death’ appears

a very general one; a bass drum is included in the scoring here.

Sculthorpe’s ‘code’ for didjeridu does not appear, namely the C pedal together with the

Db a minor 9th above; nor are there noteworthy figurations around A, which would

purportedly have been symbolic of the insects of Australia.  However there are many

appearances of ‘oscillating G’s and Ab’s’ throughout the work, being part of a

frequently recurring figure which moves between oscillations on G/F#, F/Gb and E/F

through most of the work up to bar 219.  The number of bars which contain the G/Ab

oscillation total 35, making up nearly 13% of the whole work; thus we could conclude

from the ‘code’ that the landscape is indeed ‘present’.

10 Ford, Dots
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As far as the rate of harmonic change is concerned, this is mostly slow and drawn out,

indicating that Sculthorpe’s main landscape imagery was ‘about a very broad, wide

landscape’; furthermore, the effect of elongation is enhanced by the slow extrusion of

the Isé-no-Umi melody, creating an atmosphere of lamentation not unlike the Lament in

Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire.

A Haunted Landscape

The American composer George Crumb rose to fame through the 1970s.  Noted

particularly for its timbral experimentation and creation of evocative moods, Crumb’s

music typically elicited from critics such adjectives as ‘intoxicating’, ‘quintessential’

and ‘ingenious’.11  Crumb’s degree of formal musical control has on occasions been

called into question on the grounds that the primacy of timbre in his music has

distracted the composer’s attention away from other musical parameters.  However

Crumb’s friend and colleague, Richard Wernick, has drawn attention to his formal

technique, a technique which makes minimal use of polyphony or of development, but

which is nonetheless integrated and shaped.12

Crumb has described himself as having ‘an urge to fuse unrelated elements and

juxtapose the seemingly incongruous.’13  Paul Griffiths explains that while this musical

fusion accounted for some of Crumb’s popular success in the early 1970s, this

‘sentimental’ effect lost its potency when increasing numbers of composers began to

reintroduce tonality and traditional genres, thus blurring the boundaries between cultures

and dissolving the divide between the tonal and the atonal upon which Crumb’s

juxtapositions relied.14

A Haunted Landscape is scored for full orchestra including two harps and an

(amplified) piano.  The percussion section includes certain ‘exotic’ instruments, such as

Caribbean steel drums, Cambodian angklungs, Japanese Kabuki blocks, the Brazilian

cuica and the Appalachian hammered dulcimer.

No one particular physical landscape is specified, although Crumb’s programme note

does refer in passing to such varied locations as Andalusia, Jerusalem, Delphos and

West Virginia, commenting on the ability for each of these places to evoke a sense of

11 R. Steinitz quoted by G. Chase in ‘George Crumb: Portraits and Patterns’, introduction to George
Crumb, Profile of a Composer, ed. D. Gillespie. New York, 1986, p.3.
12 R. Wernick, ‘George Crumb: Friend and Musical Colleague’, George Crumb, Profile of a
Composer. ed. D. Gillespie. New York, 1986, pp.67-69.
13 Note with Nonesuch H 71255 recording, quoted in P. Griffiths, Modern Music and After: Directions
since 1945. Oxford, 1995, p.162.
14  P. Griffiths, Modern Music and After: Directions since 1945. Oxford, 1995, p.162.
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déjà vu and of ghosts.  The title is not programmatic, but rather refers to Crumb’s

interest in an ‘aura of mystery’ which surrounds certain places on our planet, and

preoccupation with ‘feelings of reverence or of brooding menace’, together with an

associated sense of time suspended.15   Crumb’s principal technique for producing the

‘brooding menace’ atmosphere relies on a constant, quiet low Bb played by overlapping

alternation between two double basses with de-tuned C strings.  The choice of Bb was

initially due to Crumb’s belief that this 60Hz frequency (that of American alternating

current electricity) was some sort of universally constant pitch; only later was he

informed that it was not even globally significant, let alone universally so.

The low ‘hum’ throughout the work, and its generally quiet dynamic level with

occasional outbursts of blaring brass tremolandi or thundering percussion, does provide

an ominous atmosphere.  For those of us who watched the American television series

Lost in Space in the mid-60s, with its John Williams soundtrack using very similar

brass outbursts and also melodies with each pitch doubly stressed, there is an added

resonance particularly in this music’s similarity to the television series’ ‘danger’ theme.

This similarity would, however, seem unintentional.  Overall, the work starts and ends in

a quiet sound world populated by low hum and high melodic fragments, with rare noisy

outbreaks, thus creating a powerful tension throughout.

Red Earth

In descriptions of his work Red Earth, Michael Finnissy talks about its inspiration

coming from a revelatory conception of transforming the landscape into sound which

came to him while flying across Australia on a return flight from a six-month residency

in Melbourne.  During the residency, Finnissy had found himself profoundly influenced

by the music, art and poetry of Australian Aboriginal culture, and there followed a long

sequence of works with Aboriginal influence, works which typically exhibit ‘a curious

mixture of exuberance and yearning bitterness in the tortuously winding melodic

writing.’16

Red Earth was not composed until six years after the flight and its revelations, by which

time the immediacy of the initial conception had faded to a certain extent; yet upon

hearing the final work in performance Finnissy was surprised by the extent to which he

did manage to capture that ‘moment . . . of coalescence’ in the music.17  The reviewers

of the work’s first performance, which took place in London on the 2nd August 1988,

15 G. Crumb programme note written for the première of A Haunted Landscape and quoted by B.
Archibald in the sleeve notes accompanying the recording: New World Records NW 326-2.
16 Anderson Finnissy, p.187.
17 Michael Finnissy quoted by J. Anderson in Anderson Finnissy, p.188.
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were by and large convinced.  Robert Henderson in The Daily Telegraph reported ‘its

sombre, hypnotically sustained processional twice broken by brutal climaxes, with its

plaintive tendrils of sound acting like decorative patterns incised into a timeless

background.’18  Meirion Bowen, the Guardian’s reviewer, was further convinced of its

powerful evocations, citing ‘sudden explosions from the percussion’ and ‘the strident

tones of the piccolo signifying perhaps the survival of the fiercest’, yet suggesting rather

boldly at the end of the review that the work might ‘come to be regarded as a trial run

for something on a larger scale, daring more contrasts.’19

Finnissy noticed that upon hearing the work, he was struck by ‘a distinct tone of

lamentation and loss [which] had come to the fore’.20  The texture of the work is

uncharacteristically sparse; furthermore, the clarinets and horns are absent, thus

removing the richer sounds from the timbral spectrum and working instead with the

harsher extremes of the wind sections.  The composer-critic Julian Anderson notes that

the work ‘unfolds as a series of contrasting and overlapping threnodies’; unlike

Finnissy’s earlier orchestral work Sea and Sky which avoids repetitions, Red Earth does

re-use musical material and textures, allowing more finely controlled pacing, developing

through most of the work a ‘trance-like atmosphere’.21

However there are two very startling sections in the work: two-thirds of the way through

the work, and again at the end, a series of very loud explosive drum thuds occurs with

absolutely no prior warning.  The unpredictable suddenness and sheer volume of the

effect is shocking, particularly as it follows such a long stretch of quietly inflecting

continuous textures, thus making the moment (and the recurrence of the moment) one of

extreme, intensified desolation.  The ‘loss of innocence’ thus musically encapsulated is

akin to the concerns with ‘intrusions on a landscape’ explored in Chapter 2, notably in

the musics of Birtwistle and Cresswell.  It may also be likened a little to the use of

irregular and unexpected percussion strikes in Ritchie’s work, where such sounds are

also reminiscent of tragedy, and of the damaging effects brought about by humans.  The

sense of desolation in Red Earth also has its parallels with Rimmer’s The Ring of Fire,

in particular the final Lament section.

18 R. Henderson, ‘Night thoughts’,The Daily Telegraph, 4 August 1988, p.10.
19 M. Bowen, ‘Fire, water and earth’, The Guardian, 5 August 1988, p.24.
20 Anderson Finnissy, p.188.
21 ibid., p.190.
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The Darkly Splendid Earth: The Lonely Traveller

Alan Rodgers-Smith has noted that in both New Zealand and Canada there is a similar

musical concern for the environment, explaining that this similarity arises from the two

countries being ‘countries where the transition from agrarian to urban-based economies

(and hence, economies of sound) was particularly compressed’.22  Rimmer and the

Canadian composer R.Murray Schafer have been friends since they studied together in

Canada in 1969, and their correspondence has continued long since.  Their shared

interests include a concern for the irrevocable changes to sonic landscapes, both being

very aware of the ways in which those changes are continuing to occur.

Schafer’s concern with the sonic environment has been a central motivating force for

many years.  His The Book of Noise—published in book form, incidentally, by the New

Zealand publishers Price Milburn & Co.—demonstrates Schafer’s view of the forces at

work on the sonic world; with urgent tones he has attempted to educate people about the

dangers of sonic pollution and the importance of working towards a change for the

better:

Do you know your own noise abatement bylaw?  A call to your municipal hall and a
copy will be sent to you.  Unless you live in a much more advanced community than
most Canadians you will probably discover that your bylaw ignores completely the
huge and toxic noises we have been discussing . . . 23

Certainly, Schafer was very aware of the nature of Crumb’s 60Hz mains hum.  The

Canadian musicologist George Proctor, writing in 1980, claimed of Schafer’s music that

he ‘represents in his works the epitome of the stylistic features which have dominated

Canadian music since 1960’.24  Over the years, influences on Schafer’s music have

included exotic elements (such as the mysticism of Iran and Turkey) and a concentration

on the ecology and future of the planet.  He has incorporated such natural elements as

birdsong into his compositions, and staged a number of his works in an outdoor

landscape, often landscapes of majestic beauty, which might suggest a land-based

interest in Canadian national  identity.  Schafer’s concern with justice has led him to

make strongly political statements both through his work and his writings, and he has

written of a concept which he calls the Theatre of Confluence in which ‘all the arts are

fused together, but without negating the strong and healthy character of each’.25  There

is a tendency through his work since the 1960s to blur the boundaries between the art

22 A. Rodgers-Smith, At the End of the Earth: Colliding Spatialities in Aspects of New Zealand Art
1974-1985. PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1999, p.113.
23 R.M. Schafer, The Book of Noise. Wellington, 1973, p.28.
24 G.A. Proctor, Canadian Music of the twentieth century. Toronto, 1980, p.191.
25 R.M. Schafer quoted by K. Mulhallen in ‘Circumnavigating and Creating: Descant in The Theatre
of Confluence’, Descant 73, v.22 no.2, Summer 1991, p.5; this is the introduction to the published
form of R.M. Schafer’s Patria and the Theatre of Confluence.
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forms, and to make many of his musical works into theatrical events, with the ‘pictorial’

playing an important role.  The musicologist Maria Harley has claimed that:

As a consequence of Schafer’s growing reliance on this theory [of the Theatre of
Confluence], his use of space in music has been increasingly theatrical and ritualistic,
from musical compositions for the concert hall, to music designated for the
performance outdoors (urban and natural environments) and to works transcending
musical genres.26

Schafer’s programme note for The Darkly Splendid Earth reveals his cautious approach

to the concerto idiom, in which ‘the orchestra obediently track[s] the soloist through a

capricious adventure.’27  Through the process of writing, shaping and re-shaping the

work, Schafer was envisaging an image of the violin soloist as an individual travelling

across a landscape depicted, or at least suggested, by the orchestra.  The challenge of

writing a work with the soloist’s part being to some extent reactive to the orchestra’s

music—a work with subtly shifting moods and changes which occur gradually over

time—provided Schafer with another approach by which to strive towards a goal for

which he has aimed through much of his compositional life: ‘to return music to its

natural and existential state.’28

Unlike Schafer’s compositions which occur in a theatrical setting, The Darkly Splendid

Earth contains most of its theatre in the internal sonic landscape, although there is a

degree of performative spatialization in the use of offstage instrumental groupings and

in the way the soloist begins in the orchestral grouping and then later emerges.  The

violin soloist’s melodies are often declamatory, exploratory, virtuosic and expressive, set

against a backdrop which rarely steals the musical limelight; unlike the musical

landscapes portrayed in, for example, Rimmer’s or Harris’s comparable works, here the

human element takes centre stage.  The violin soloist starts to play in bar 4, and at the

end of the work is still playing when the only other instrument still sounding is the

distantly fading tom tom.  In the centre of the work there is a significant stretch (bb.141-

184) where the soloist is tacet and the orchestra performs under instructions ‘Very

Brilliantly’ and ‘Very Dramatic’.

While Schafer is not usually so primarily concerned with the setting of mood as Crumb,

this work is nonetheless concerned with atmosphere and emotional journey.  In a way

similar to A Haunted Landscape, alongside Magma and Holmes’s Landscapes, this

work is attached more to the idea of a landscape rather than any specific landscape;

Schafer is not so much concerned with the landscape itself as the traveller in it.  For all

26 M. Harley, Space and Spatialization in Contemporary Music: History and Analysis, Ideas and
Implementations. PhD diss., McGill University, 1994, p.307.
27 Programme Note from score of The Darkly Splendid Earth: The Lonely Traveller (1991)
28 ibid.
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of his delight in what has been referred to as the Grand Natural of the Canadian

environments, Schafer’s preoccupation is with the ways in which the Personal interacts

with the Natural: the ‘balancing act between the individual and the earth.’29

6.2 Qualitative comparisons: making a start

In Chapter 5 I examined each of the selected New Zealand works and explored the ways

in which—and the extent to which—they exhibited the characteristics which appeared to

be common to most of the group and could therefore be posited as part of a New

Zealand national style.  Consequently, for this contextualization in respect of overseas

works, a directed examination of each of the overseas works for each of the stylistic

elements which appeared prevalent in the New Zealand works through Chapters 4 and 5

will reveal a clue as to the importance of such elements in music from beyond New

Zealand.

Thus, any quality which appears to a similar extent across all eleven works would

suggest that quality was not part of a distinct New Zealand musical style (or at least not

for orchestral music of this particular pair of decades), whereas the identification of any

stylistic element which appears to a much lesser extent in the non-New Zealand works

could be suggested as part of a more specifically New Zealand style.  All of this must, of

course, be understood within the strict limits of the very small and narrowly selected

group of works examined here, and not treated as any kind of proof for or against a

national style but rather as tentative beginnings of a view of New Zealand orchestral

music in a broader context.

As in Chapter 5, the findings for each work with respect to each heading will first be

summarized in a chart format (see Table 6.1 overleaf), then more detailed information

will follow.  The findings from Chapter 5 will be reiterated and aligned with the findings

from the overseas works and, as in the second chart from Chapter 5, there is a section

containing all the stylistic features under consideration, followed by a section which

examines the list of ‘space characteristics’.

29 R.M. Schafer quoted in sleeve notes accompanying the recording of The Darkly Splendid Earth,
CBC Records / Les disques SRC: SMCD 5114
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Simplicity of Form / Unity

Mangrove demonstrates a simplicity of form in the straightforward sectional

organization, the segmentation of the Isé-no-Umi melody into three, and the fairly

traditional use of contrasting episodic material in the intervening sections.  The busy,

bustling qualities of the ‘landscape’ music at the beginning of the work are not recalled

at the end of the work, however the cello melody which appears from bar 71, the Isé-no-

Umi melody, appears played by the brass at the end of the work.

The underlying Bb drone throughout Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape creates a unifying

force-field, added to which the similarity of many short melodic fragments which recur

throughout the work also builds a strongly unified musical world.  The greatest forces

working against unity in this work are the sudden dynamic contrasts where brass and/or

percussion have short outbursts (such as the brass outbursts in bars 22 and 30 and the

percussion in bar 36) and in the timbral variety available in the vast array of percussion

instruments played by the four percussionists.

In Finnissy’s Red Earth, there is what Anderson calls a ‘quasi-reprise’ with the

recurrence of the short downward glissando timpani rolls.30  The use of any ternary

form structuring is unusual in Finnissy’s output, and it must be noted that despite this

recapitulatory element there are nonetheless more differences than similarities between

the opening and the close of the work.  The work is strongly unified, particularly in the

first half of the work, by its mostly very continuous texture which only gradually decays

and collapses.

Schafer’s The Darkly Splendid Earth opens in a sombre mood, the expressive violin

solo entering in bar 4 with a long, soaring melody, and a pattern of inter-reaction

between soloist and orchestra is soon established.  At the end of the work, from bar 210

the violinist returns to the opening material, and other figures reminiscent of the first 25

bars also return, somewhat re-ordered.

In summary, simplicity of form / unity does not at this stage suggest itself as a

particularly defining stylistic element for New Zealand music, as there is a similar level

presented across both groups of works.  If anything, the expansion of a musical idea

beyond its breaking point, as may be seen in Finnissy’s work here, could be posited as

the most markedly different approach to formal development when compared to the New

Zealand works as a whole.

30 Anderson Finnissy, p.189.
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Organic Growth / Use of Fibonacci series

Sculthorpe has not used the Fibonacci series in Mangrove, but, as in Ritchie’s

Remember Parihaka, there is a simple organic growth of harmony involving expansion

from sets of cardinality 3 (including sets [3-9] and [3-2]) to sets of cardinality 4.

In Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape the short melodic and harmonic units, with their

concomitant textures and energy levels, are often repeated with slight developments,

making a type of organic growth.  However, the Fibonacci series is not evident in the

work.

Finnissy has not used the Fibonacci series in Red Earth to control the proportions

within a sequence of organized textures, although he did use the series in one earlier

work, the large orchestral work Sea and Sky, completed in 1980.  As far as ‘organic

growth’ is concerned, Red Earth features a gently evolving yet mostly static texture

which hovers atmospherically, waiting (as it happens) for the explosive outbursts

previously mentioned.

Organic growth in Red Earth includes a gradual expansion of the pitch band at the

beginning, and also melodic expansion which incorporates an increasing density of

ornamentation and fragmentation.  In many instances the development of a musical idea

goes well beyond what one might call ‘growth’ and becomes what one could better

describe as ‘decay’; this gradual breakdown and collapse of any system which has

originally begun in earnest is not peculiar to Finnissy alone; certain other key British

composers such as Birtwistle and Ferneyhough also use processes which are pushed to

the point of decay through many of their works.

An example of such an idea which is built up for later collapse may be heard in the short

downward glissando timpani rolls which occur from the beginning of the work.  These

rolls continue through bars 1-66 using glissando durations of between 3 and 6

crotchets’ length and with rests between the glissandi of between 6 and 9 crotchets’

duration; initially the durations and rests all involve an even number of crotchets, but

from bar 25 the divisions become less patterned and start to employ odd numbers of

crotchets in the timings (the first element of decay in the timpani part).   This is followed

from bar 70 by a long two-timpani roll which initially holds a perfect fourth interval

intact, but from bar 98 the interval expands to an augmented fourth, and from bar 110

the intervals start to slide around as both timpani move around a few more available

pitches.  Short disjunctures break in from bar 115, and there is a final breakdown of the

two-timpani roll patterns in bar 149 (a second instance of obvious decay).  When the
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timpani return in bar 300, they enter extremely quietly with four-pitch chords.  This

continues in bursts, non-tremolo, but gradually the two timpanists’ parts break away

from each other and their initial alignment to the crotchet pulse is completely abandoned

(a third instance of rhythmic delay).  From bar 388 the two players perform series of

approximately 15 notes which fall chromatically (but not microtonally) as a precursory

figure to the tremolo downwards glissandi which return from bar 393; again, the timings

are fairly erratic, with glissandi lasting between 2 and 4 crotchets’ duration, and the rests

between 4 and 9 crotchets.

Schafer utilizes, in The Darkly Splendid Earth, a fair degree of melodic repetition and

development which relies on the expansion of small melodic ideas to form larger

gestures, together with the sharing of melodic ideas across the instruments.  For

example, in bar 106 the figure which gradually descends via an alternation of rising

semitones and falling tones spreads from one instrument to another.  The Fibonacci

series does not feature in the work.

Thus organic growth / use of Fibonacci series has proven to be a characteristic which

does appear to be a little more distinctive amongst the New Zealand works, particularly

in the more frequent use by New Zealanders of the Fibonacci series.  However one

should remember that while Finnissy did not use the series in his Red Earth, in the

earlier work Sea and Sky  he did.  Organic growth is a term which can cover many

processes, and is largely applicable to all the works in one way or another; particular

similarities have been noted in this respect between Sculthorpe’s Mangrove and

Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka, in their systematic expansion of 3-note sets to form

larger ones.

Economy of Harmony

Sculthorpe’s Mangrove presents the [3-9] set and its smaller supersets quite frequently;

harmony is economised in ways reminiscent of Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka.  The

brass chords in bars 162-165, for example, present [3-9] as a pair of open fifths which,

together with the string pitches, form the superset [4-16].  The final four accompanying

chords in the work follow a sequence where [3-9] appears (A,B,E) as part of all but the

last: bar 268 has a [4-14] set, bar 270 has the straightforward [3-9] set, bar 272 has a [4-

16] set similar to that of bars 162-165, and the final chord abandons the [3-9] content,

giving an open (E,B) perfect fifth instead.  Throughout the sections when the Isé-no-

Umi melody is being presented, there is little harmonic underpinning.  Intermittent

minor 9ths or perfect fourths played by the pizzicato double basses and/or vibraphone

provide most of the background material for the long melody.
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In A Haunted Landscape Crumb builds harmonic blocks from short melodic lines

layered up to form triads.  For example, the string chords in bar 23 alternate major and

minor, reminiscent of the ‘new frontier’ chords found in Aaron Copland’s orchestral

music, and also many subsequent films set in the American West, but also similar to

some of Douglas Lilburn’s harmonies and not unlike the harmonic language in

Pruden’s Taranaki.  These particular chords may also, however, be heard as horizontal

strands of whole tone and partial octatonic melody:

      Bb + D E C D (partial whole-tone layer)

F G# Eb F# (half-octatonic)

Bb C# Ab B (half-octatonic)

This particular pattern recurs again, a perfect fourth higher, in the string chords of bar

31.  The harmony of bars 50-52 is, on the other hand, a single chord which is not a by-

product of melodic strands but rather of a vertical alternation of major and minor thirds.

The set [3-9] appears very occasionally in the work, for example there are two embedded

in the [6-7] set which appears from bar 90 in the repeating clarinet runs.

As in Rimmer’s harmonic amalgams in The Ring of Fire and Bowater’s in Magma,

Finnissy’s harmonies in Red Earth  largely arise from overlaid lines, each of which

constitute small melodic cells and/or a small number of cycling (or oscillating) pitches.

The set [3-9] does not feature in Red Earth, and Finnissy’s use of quarter-tones places

many of his harmonic structures beyond the scope of set theory’s chord nomenclature;

indeed, the work opens with a microtonal chord.  Harmonic motion which hinges on

diatonically-orientated bass movement is not a driving force in this work; in fact,

timbral/harmonic fields are probably a more appropriate label for the harmonic areas.

Movement from one to another often hinges on Finnissy’s management of specific

intervals, which can occur at any pitch level in the work.

In a harmonic world not unlike that of Crumb’s, Schafer’s harmonies in The Darkly

Splendid Earth  are nearly all formed from a build-up of melodic or intervallic

groupings, such as the chord in bar 11 where the violins are sufficiently divided, and all

playing minor thirds, to cover the full chromatic set.  This stack of minor thirds occurs a

number of times in the work.  A full [12-1] set is also present in bar 17, this time with

each string line performing a single pitch.  The gradually unfolding bass-line does not

follow a particular pattern, and whereas the first bass pitch which appears in bar 3 is F,

the final bass pitch near the end of the work is  C#, without any indication of d minor;
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furthermore, there is no hint of a diatonic cadence.  Schafer has not used [3-9] in any

strategic way, although its supersets do occasionally appear, such as in the [5-7] set of

the violin soloist’s opening bar, which does very occasionally return.

Overall, it would appear that insofar as economy of harmony is concerned, Sculthorpe’s

work stands together with most of the New Zealand works in its relatively narrow

harmonic palette and frequent use of the set [3-9] with its inherent perfect fifths.

Finnissy’s consistent use of quarter-tones as pitches in their own right (as opposed to

inflexional use) sets his work further apart in this respect.

Open fifths, Pedals and Ground Bass Lines

Sculthorpe has used open fifths in clear, obvious ways through many parts of

Mangrove; although they are still not as numerous as in the Blake or Ritchie works

examined earlier.  Pedal notes also appear fairly regularly, but they do not generally last

for great lengths of time.  The Isé-no-Umi melody’s lengthy melodic nature lends the

work much continuity without any need to rely on long pedals, the effect of which may

be compared with the molten homophony central to Bowater’s Magma.

As previously mentioned, in writing A Haunted Landscape, Crumb provided the

strongly unifying element of a very low Bb drone sustained throughout the work, played

by two solo contrabassists.  Despite the earlier mention of Crumb’s ‘new frontier’

chords, the perfect fifth does not in fact play a particularly obvious role in the work’s

textures.  Thirds and sixths are mostly more prevalent, with other intervals such as minor

sevenths (and augmented sixths) taking local importance; for example, the very quiet,

spooky ‘sul tasto’ string duets of bar 53 and of bar 57 are separated by this interval.  A

ground bass line would serve little purpose in a work such as this, with its completely

constant pedal note; consequently, it is not surprising to find that these ground bass

lines do not appear.

Finnissy’s use of pedals is noteworthy in Red Earth, partly but not exclusively due to

the inclusion of two didjeridus in the orchestra.  He has also created an effect which

functions almost like a ground bass in the contrabass parts (div. a 2) from bar 146: these

interval pairs are pulsing almost regularly.  Pulses are on every other quaver, although

occasionally there are more extended gap durations between the interval pairs.  The two

double basses play a series of major and minor seconds, with the first double bass’s

pitches selected from the range F up to A, and the second double bass’s pitches from

the range E up to A (with G# omitted).  The order of major and minor seconds follows a

seemingly random ordering.
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Schafer’s The Darkly Splendid Earth does not use perfect fifths to any great extent.  Its

bass-line does follow a slow movement from one pitch to another, but not in a way

which could be described as either pedals or ‘ground bass’.

So overall, open fifths, pedals and ground bass lines—while appearing to some extent in

the overseas works—are clearly more prevalent in the New Zealand works.  Open fifths,

in particular, stand out as distinctively prevalent in most of the New Zealand works.

Mixed (impure) Harmonic Process

Cumming has explained the degree to which Sculthorpe used a mixture of several

compositional techniques when composing Mangrove.31  The differences between

techniques lie more in the rhythmic relationships between each section than the

harmonic practice, however his use of the Isé-no-Umi melody with its strongly

homophonic tendencies and oriental modality is opposed to the melodic and harmonic

elements of the faster, less anchored semitone-oscillations, so although there is no set of

tonal expectations established in the work there is still a sense of duality.

The words ‘mixed process’ are less appropriate when discussing Crumb’s A Haunted

Landscape than the words ‘mixed content’.  There is a mixture of harmonic content in

the way the horizontal layers provide sets of pitch patterns which contrast with the

patterns also present in the vertical arrays; we have already seen evidence of this under

the heading ‘economy of harmony’.  Mixed harmonic content may also be seen in such

examples as the series of minor sevenths (augmented sixths) already mentioned (bar 53,

and then a minor third lower in bar 57) which are arranged in such a way that the music

may be segmented to show that chromatically saturated sets appear in one segment and

octatonic segments appear in another.  Bar 53’s string material may be seen thus:

G#  A  G#   F   E C#  D   C#  Bb  A Eb  D  C  B  A  Ab -

Bb  Cb  Bb  G  F# Eb  Fb  Eb  C    B F   E  D  C#  B  Bb

together forming [8-1] forming a further [8-1] 2 octatonic segments
       which combine to form [10-1]

However this mixed harmonic content would be more appropriately included under the

heading ‘economy of harmony’, as its dual purposes do provide economies and a

degree of pitch elegance.

31 Cumming, Mangrove.
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Like Crumb’s processes, Finnissy’s harmonic processes work in Red Earth arise from

the mix of pitches resulting from overlaid lines of melodic oscillations and cellular

cyclings, most of which are usually cycling or oscillating at different rates.  Finnissy has

not looked to other obvious forms of pitch architecture in the work, other than that

sometimes provided by the didjeridu drone, and certainly has not undertaken the

amalgamation of two established harmonic practices.

Likewise, Schafer’s duality between harmonic structure and melodic overlay is more a

part of harmonic economy than of mixed or impure harmonic processes.

So it now appears that within this group of works, mixed (impure) harmonic process

stands out as one of the more defining characteristics: none of the overseas works

exhibit a duality of harmonic process such as pervade Blake’s Symphony  or Holmes’

Landscapes, and which also appear in a milder form in Ritchie’s Remember Parihaka.

Limited Melodic Material

Sculthorpe’s melodic material falls into two main types in Mangrove: the modal, almost

Phrygian Isé-no-Umi melody, and the oscillating-semitone figures.  Thus, although

there is clear contrast, the material is somewhat limited.

In Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape the melodic content is largely made of very small

groups of close pitches which cycle through their short-range patternings.  Some of the

most commonly-occurring pitch sets in the work are [3-2] together with those supersets

which are partial octatonic sets.  For example, the flute figures which begin in bar 7 form

[3-2] if one excludes the acciaccatura; inclusion yields [4-12], or (0,2,3,6), which is a

partial octatonic set.  However, there are other partial octatonic sets which have less

reliance on set [3-2], such as occur in the vibraphone part, sometimes transposed, from

bar 36; this example relies instead on set [3-5], (0,1,6):

E       E        A        B        C           F        G        C        E       A        G        D     

#b b #

(0,1,6) (0,1,6) (0,1,6)

(0,1,6)(0,1,6)

h h

l
b:

l

h

(0,1,6) l

Crumb’s organic expansion to larger (partial octatonic) sets with cardinality 3 or 4 has

much in common with Bowater’s treatment of small pitch class sets, notably her use of

the [3-2] and [3-3] sets.
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Finnissy’s melodic material in Red Earth may at times be described as limited, in its

small-cellular content.  However this is by no means achieved by something as

straightforward as the use of set [3-2], either harmonically or melodically.  Rather, he

uses what Anderson calls ‘drifting permutational figures centred around narrowly-

focused pitch-ranges, usually replete with microtones and eschewing exact repetition’.32

Melodic material is limited more by pitch band width, and sometimes an alternation

between two different intervals, than by organized pitch class sets.

Schafer, like so many of the composers already discussed, has also utilized parts of the

octatonic set in the more striking melodic lines of The Darkly Splendid Earth, for

example in the violin soloist’s material for bar 5, the slowly descending line of bar 9,

and the melodic shape which emerges in bar 11.  The full octatonic set then appears in

bar 55, as the violin solo climbs up through the set and beyond.  Overall, the melodic

material in this concerto is quite varied.

Overall, limited melodic material is another characteristic with a variety of possible

manifestations, but insofar as it is related to the use of small cells with which to generate

a significant proportion of the melodic content in a work, then it does not appear

particularly distinctive amongst the New Zealand works as opposed to those from

overseas.  The set [3-2] in simple format appears more frequently amongst the New

Zealand works than amongst the overseas works, however nearly all eleven works do

make notable use of octatonic segments, including supersets of [3-2].

Chromatic ‘bending’

Sculthorpe’s pitch bending may mostly be found in the glissando passages which

imitate bird cries, and there is also an effective pitch bending which results from the

‘fuori di passo’ pitch-blurring.

Crumb occasionally uses true pitch bending in A Haunted Landscape, although

oscillation over a semitone step is far more common in the work.  Bending may be

found in the pedal glissandi of the harp parts in bars 53 and 62, and may also be found

in the timpani glissandi of bars 145, 148, 152 and so on.

Finnissy’s use of quarter-tones puts these on equal terms with ‘ordinary’ diatonic

pitches; the microtonal elements are not inflexions, but rather a way of intensifying the

harmonies. Glissandi are also employed; these are an extended form of chromatic

32 Anderson Finnissy, p.189.
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bending, but differ from inflexions in that they survive as whole melodic gestures, rather

than a mutation process.

Schafer has used slow glissandi in The Darkly Splendid Earth many times, mostly but

not exclusively as part of a mass movement in the string section.  However, the glissandi

generally cover quite a broad pitch sweep, so the modulations cannot be strictly

described as ‘bending’.

Thus it appears that chromatic bending is not a particularly defining between the two

groups of works.  Finnissy’s use of harmonies which contain quarter-tones is, however,

notable: this sets its sound world apart from anything in the group of New Zealand

works, and may be understood as an element which became much more commonly used

in this country after the time period which is currently being scrutinized.

Rhythmic Simplicity

In Mangrove the ‘fuori di passo’ treatment of the long Isé-no-Umi melody creates a

blurring of the rhythmic unit, an effect which Naomi Cumming describes as ‘the sonic

analogy to a visual line distorted by its reflection in moving water’.33  This is the only

non-standard rhythmic process in the work.  A degree of relatively straightforward

rhythmic conflict appears in the ritualistic drumming patterns including the 3:4 rhythmic

ratio of bars 33-48, and off-beat accentuations of bars 168-215: these are far from

complex.

Although Crumb has used slightly unusual beat divisions in parts of A Haunted

Landscape and these are occasionally overlaid, the overall rhythmic scheme is fairly

straightforward and there is nothing more rhythmically complex than was found in Ross

Harris’s The Hills of Time.

There are areas of rhythmic simplicity in Red Earth, but other areas utilize particular

complexity, part of which arises from unusual ratios in note groupings, such as the 7:5

ratio of bar 5.  Also worth noting in Red Earth is the frequent use of acciaccaturas which

creates a rhythmic twist or ‘lilt’ to the melodic lines, rather like the heavily ornamented

folk melodies and intensely complex rhythms which feature in much of Finnissy’s

music.  Many of Finnissy’s works involve rhythmic complexities such as layered tuplet

relationships of a much greater intensity than is evident in this work, however the

33 Cumming, Mangrove, p.220.
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complexities which are apparent here nonetheless put the work in a different category

from all the other works in this study, particularly with respect to rhythmic relationships.

Schafer, like Crumb, has used a variety of beat divisions, but nothing very complicated.

The bar lengths and time signatures are constantly varied, as were those in the Crumb

score, but the beat relationships are consistently straightforward so it is a straightforward

case of additive rhythms.

So in summary, rhythmic simplicity is another fairly nebulous characteristic, and as far

as our comparative study is concerned it is more useful for comparing Finnissy’s

stylistic and compositional techniques with those of all the others.  Being one of what is

often referred to as the ‘new complexity’ group of British composers, Finnissy

frequently deals with rhythmic groupings which avoid a neat fit into the obvious beat

patterns, using at times much more complex rhythmic relationships.  Red Earth  is not

an extreme example of this rhythmic complexity, but nevertheless as far as rhythmic

simplicity is concerned, the work sits aside from the others.

Driving Pulses to Increase Musical Tension and Expectation

Sculthorpe uses driving pulses in much of Mangrove.  In particular, the hand-struck

drum sections (bars 33-48, 53-55, 168-215 and 220-226) evoke a non-specific tribal

sound which effect a forward thrust, and through much of the Isé-no-Umi cello

presentations (bb.65-1245, 134-166) there are widely spaced pulses played by double

bass and percussion, giving a gentle but perceptible forward thrust.

Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape opens with sparsely and irregularly-spaced but

nonetheless driving pulses in the (amplified) piano and harp parts (bars 1-4, then bar 7,

then bar 12, and so on), thus leading the listener into the sonic landscape.  The

repeating-note quintuplet figure which appears intermittently from bar 107 is too quick

and brief to be described as a ‘driving pulse’, but its reappearance dotted about amongst

many of the instruments’ melodies does contribute to musical tension and expectation.

The entries of each new note in the opening of Red Earth are equally spaced (all on the

beginning of the minim beat as far as bar 4), and this provides an atmosphere of gradual

unfolding, rather than tense expectation.  Anderson has noted the use of semi-regular

quavers in low drums and pizzicato bass near the middle of the work, commenting on

the uniqueness of this straightforward pulsing within Finnissy’s oeuvre.34  These semi-

34 Anderson Finnissy, p.189.
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regular quavers together with the ‘gently sagging timpani’, far from building tension,

instead contribute to the lulling mesmerising atmosphere inherent in much of the work.

Schafer rarely uses driving pulses in The Darkly Splendid Earth, as the degree of

rhythmic flexibility on the soloist’s part gives few opportunities for inexorable musical

moments.  One of those rare occasions does occur, however, from bar 24, in which

instance the musical ‘push’ onto the pulsing beat is enhanced by the off-semiquaver

writing of the third horn and bass clarinet lines.

Looking across all eleven works in this comparison, driving pulses (to increase musical

tension and expectation) have proven to be regularly occurring features in most of the

works under investigation.

Sparse Textures

Sculthorpe has used areas of sparse, straightforward writing which, in combination with

the slow rate of harmonic change, creates sparse textures.  The main factors which work

against this sparseness are the agitated oscillations which first appear in the beginning,

in the ‘fuori di passo’ texturing which does have the effect of intensifying the texture

and making it more complex, and in the fast-moving semi-aleatoric boxed figures which

run through from bars 125-133 and again from bars 200-215.

There is a richness and variety inherent in Crumb’s textures, replete as they are with so

many exquisitely different percussion sounds, that I would hesitate to call these textures

sparse.  They are not generally dense textures, but their rich variety gives a sense of

timbral wealth that works against sparseness.

The textures in Red Earth are not generally sparse when compared with the New

Zealand works being examined, but they are considerably more spare than any of

Finnissy’s earlier orchestral writing.  By omitting clarinets, horns and tuned percussion

from this orchestra in order to reduce the timbral richness, Finnissy has created a texture

which is—particularly for him—very sparse and edgy.

Schafer’s music in The Darkly Splendid Earth is quite sparse at times, particularly in

those sections where the violin soloist appears to be standing in front of a blank, quiet

musical landscape.  At other times, however, the orchestra appears to spring to life with

richly orchestrated sweeping melodies such as occur from bars 146-159; these may be

compared with the grand upward sweeps in the second movement of Blake’s Symphony.

Schafer’s mass unison melodies as appear from bar 40 are also reminiscent of similarly
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grand unison melodies in the Blake; these two works compare well, with their tendency

towards romantic expression, and their style of orchestration.

So the examination of ‘sparse textures’, again a fairly loose characteristic, nevertheless

did reveal some interesting connections.  Overall, the quality of sparseness has a great

deal to do with orchestration, and that is where some of the major differences between

the works lie.  As in the earlier discussion of ‘organic growth’ and ‘rhythmic

simplicity’, Sculthorpe’s Mangrove again exhibits qualities more like the New Zealand

grouping.  Schafer’s textural array, too, has proven similar to that in Blake’s Symphony.

Stasis

Sculthorpe’s Mangrove opens with an agitated, unsettled series of oscillations, but for

much of the work there are long periods of moderately quiet, reflective music with

simple textures of held chords or the long winding melody.  While these are not totally

static, they have an inherent slow-moving tendency towards stasis.

Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape is, despite its slow pacing and Bb pedal, a dynamic

work with a high frequency of unexpected moments.  Thus although the work is quite

unified it is not static.

Stasis exists in Finnissy’s Red Earth in the periods of gentle oscillation between two

pitches in each instrumental line; this sort of rocking motion often creates a sense of

stability and stasis, of fixity rather than directional movement.  The work’s bass register

mostly exhibits stability; however the stability thus generated is shattered by the

explosive drum sounds of bars 309-316.  Immediately following the outburst, the two

didjeridu players begin to play an alternating drone, but again the static calm is

irreparably shattered from bar 428.  The timpani glissandi which occur occasionally

serve to undermine the stasis inherent in the bass line, but the pedals and drones in the

work generally form a strong anchor.

Schafer’s music here is imbued with a sense of contained power; even in the quiet, slow

sections there is a dynamic energy just beneath the surface, and a sense of wonder which

is quietly maintained through all the held chords.  The unpredictable shifts of pitch

focus contribute to the dynamic, as does the timbral variety whereby solo lines might

suddenly be taken up by the entire forces, or embroidered upon by smaller groups.

‘Stasis’ appeared in significant sections of each of the New Zealand works, but in each

work there were also contrasting periods of activity.  This has also been seen in the
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overseas works, although less so in Schafer’s The Darkly Splendid Earth or Crumb’s A

Haunted Landscape, both of which retained a dynamic quality through most of the

work.  Finnissy’s Red Earth was most noteworthy in its use of contrast between stasis

and activity to strengthen the effect of the two startling explosive sections, and to

increase the desolate atmosphere in the remainder of the work.

Use of Birdsong

Sculthorpe conjures up birds musically in Mangrove by use of swiftly ascending string

glissandi.  Referred to by Cumming as ‘suggesting a flock of tropical birds’, the

imitation is not specific but rather generic, and is the only music in the work which is

imitative.35  Sculthorpe has referred to bird sounds regularly in his compositions since

the mid 1960s, and these sounds are typical of his style.

Crumb has used quick alternating figures throughout much of A Haunted Landscape,

and this is the type of melodic figuration which is typically used to depict bird life.

However, the timbres—mostly brass and percussion—and their sudden, blaring qualities

do not give the impression of birds, so much as something altogether more alien.

In Finnissy’s programme note for the first performance of Sea and Sky (completed in

1980), the orchestral work which he composed prior to Red Earth, Finnissy wrote that

he would prefer to avoid ‘conjuring up a gaudy succession of word images, referring in

this case to the pounding of the sea, the shrieking of sea-birds, or the cold and endless

azure of the sky’ because ‘they trivialize my hearing of the actuality and experience

which produced musical sound’.36  Despite this claim, Anderson notes that

‘intentionally or unintentionally—Sea and Sky manages to evoke sounds very redolent

of the title, albeit composed into a completely autonomous and watertight musical

structure which works perfectly successfully as a purely abstract canvas.37  However,

there are no shrieking birds in Red Earth: its sound world is far more desolate.

Schafer has used birdsong in many of his works; the nature of his compositions and

their political meaning have been enhanced by such attentions being given to nature.  In

this work, however, there is no outright intention stated to use birdsong, and we are left

with a generic birdsong element, vestigial remains, which linger in the gentle oscillations

and the call-and-exchange figures.

35 ibid., p.200.
36 Anderson Finnissy, p.186.
37 ibid.
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So amongst these overseas works, the use of birdsong appears overtly in Sculthorpe’s

work and vaguely in Schafer’s, although Sculthorpe’s bird sounds are better described

as ‘cries’ rather than ‘song’.  By comparison, two of the seven New Zealand works,

those by Blake and Harris, appear to intentionally represent birdsong, and it is unclear

whether Pruden intended this type of evocation or not.  Comparison of this particular

quality would probably be more appropriate over much larger sample sizes from New

Zealand and beyond, as many composers will choose to use birdsong in just a few of

their compositions.

Spatial Elements

Having considered in some detail, in Chapter 5, those musical elements which had been

implicated in the evocation of musical space(s), I have gathered them together here under

a single heading for recognition of any relevant musical characteristics of the overseas

works and any pertinent comparisons with the New Zealand works.  These space

elements, once again, are:

•  spatial movement of sounds and / or physical separation of sound sources

•  clarity

•  independent musical layers

•  distance effects such as blurring, delayed reflections, depth of echo and reverberation

•  steepness of melodic line

•  spaces between sounds

•  relative unclutteredness

Sculthorpe’s spatial elements here are mostly contingent on the relatively simple

textures and straightforward harmonies (‘clarity’) and the slow pace and simple melody

in combination with straightforward harmonies (‘spaces between sounds’ and ‘relative

unclutteredness’).  There is no strategic use of spatial movement, however the blurring

of the ‘fuori di passo’ technique could justifiably be included as a ‘distance effect’.

There is another ‘distance effect’ created during the ‘bird screech’ sections, whereby

the violins’ rapid glissandi are at certain points texturally altered, and accompanied by a

slight alteration of the pitch range, this evoking the sonic effect of distancing.

‘Steepness of melodic line’ is not a striking feature of Mangrove, but ‘independent

musical layers’ do exist to a slight extent.

There is ‘depth of echo and reverberation’ in Crumb’s A Haunted Landscape which is

common to much of his music, and a ‘clarity’ which is also particular to many of his

percussion choices, although overall the texture of the work is dark and not particularly
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clear.  The main spatial element in the work lies simply in its slow speed together with

the unity provided by the low Bb pedal; these relate most directly to ‘independent

musical layers’, ‘spaces between sounds’ and ‘relative unclutteredness’.  ‘Spatial

movement of sounds’ is not a noticeable feature of the work, nor are there noteworthy

‘distance effects’, and the melodic lines—such as they are—are not ‘steep’.

In Finnissy’s Red Earth there is no notable ‘spatial movement’ or particular use of

physical separation of sound sources in the work.  The drifting permutational figures

(‘blurring’) are on one hand dense with microtonal pitch and not clear; however, heard

afresh as a textured bandwidth they can be perceived as a single highly-textured element

and relatively straightforward, and although this cannot be categorised as ‘clarity’ it

does display ‘relative unclutteredness’.  There is a ‘depth of echo and reverberation’ in

a number of Red Earth’s elements: the didjeridu sound is deep with meaningful echo,

and the drum sounds are all reverberant, especially the two explosive outbursts.  There is

little ‘steepness of melodic line’ in this work.  Vast gaps between the extremes of

register in some sections, which relate to ‘spaces between sounds’ and ‘independent

musical layers’, have been explained by Anderson as resulting from ‘the tendency

towards the outer edges of orchestral tessitura which we have noted every [sic] since

Finnissy’s teenage years.’38  The programme note, the inclusion of didjeridus, and the

dynamic extremes in the work together contribute to an intensity of desolation in the

work’s impact.

Schafer’s spatial content lies partly in the degree to which performative space is utilized

(‘spatial movement of sounds and/or physical separation of sound sources’) with the

offstage grouping and the movement of the soloist from within the orchestra to the

outside.  There is certainly ‘steepness of melodic line’, particularly in the melodic lines

of the soloist, and such a slow pacing at times that one is very aware of the ‘spaces

between sounds’.  There is also a ‘clarity’ and ‘relative unclutteredness’, not as a result

of any static qualities, but more in the enunciation of the lengthy melodic lines against an

accompanying texture with its ‘independent musical layers’ which rarely confound or

confuse the sound picture.  ‘Distance effects’ are clear with delayed reflections and

spatial movement.

38 Anderson Finnissy, p.189.
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6.3 Godzone or Anyonezone?

Having gathered together the most notably prevalent features evident in the New Zealand

works, and then examined the overseas works for these same features, the foregoing

comparisons have revealed some stylistic features to be more distinctive amongst the

New Zealand works, and others to be relatively even across all eleven works examined.

Although the number of New Zealand works examined here is small, it is a fairly

comprehensive range of orchestral works from the time period in question, and the set of

findings from those works do suggest some sort of New Zealand style.  By

reconsidering the collection of prevalent stylistic elements revealed across the New

Zealand works, and by removing the less distinctive elements and adapting others in the

light of the comparisons made earlier in this chapter, the following list may be suggested

as a slightly more refined bundle of characteristics which could constitute a distinctive

New Zealand style:

• a tendency to formal simplicity

• organic growth, with some composers using the Fibonacci series

• economy of harmony

• use of open fifths with some composers utilizing ground bass lines

• mixed (or impure) harmonic processes

• limited melodic material, with frequent use of the set [3-2]

• a tendency to rhythmic simplicity

• the use of driving pulses as a technique for increasing musical tension

• sparse textures

• stasis

Furthermore, it is clear on Chart 6.1, and from the comparative findings, that

Sculthorpe’s style as demonstrated in Mangrove appears closer to what appears

distinctive amongst the New Zealand works than the other overseas works.  If Mangrove

had not been included for comparison then the distinction would have been much

sharper between the New Zealand works and the others, particularly insofar as ‘formal

simplicity’, ‘economy of harmony’ (notably the use of set [3-9]), the use of ‘driving

pulses’, ‘rhythmic simplicity’ and ‘sparse textures’ are concerned.

‘Space Characteristics’ have been found in all of the works examined, and might

suggest that there is an enhanced likelihood of spatial effects or signifiers of some sort

in land-orientated works, although one must bear in mind, as noted in Chapter 3, that not

all landscapes are necessarily empty or spacious; indeed the landscapes of America, for
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example, are more often vast open spaces than those of much of New Zealand.  In fact,

the findings of ‘space characteristics’ in all eleven works reveal an interesting situation.

It would appear that rather than the New Zealand works having more (or less) space than

the non-New Zealand works, in fact these small findings suggest that a distinction may

be proposed between types of musical spaciousness.  Indeed, one might suggest future

investigations consider the possibility of a ‘New Zealand spaciousness’ in contrast with

another more international musical spaciousness, and this may well be connected to New

Zealand’s landscape myth and the widespread concept of these landscapes as being

empty.

The New Zealand works proved neither more nor less likely to use ‘spatial movement’,

‘physical separation of sound sources’ or ‘spaces between sounds’ than their overseas

counterparts.  ‘Independent musical layers’ and ‘distance effects’—both of which

derive from the list of spaciousness characteristics collated in Chapter 3.1 from non-

New Zealand composers and music theorists, as opposed to those suggested by the

writings of New Zealand commentators—are in fact less apparent in the New Zealand

works than their overseas counterparts.  ‘Relative unclutteredness’, on the other hand,

appears more distinctively prevalent among the New Zealand works.  Thus, the results of

this set of comparisons would suggest that New Zealand musical spaciousness may be

located particularly in three elements:

• clarity

• steepness of melodic line

• relative unclutteredness

One type of spatial movement, found in both New Zealand works and the overseas

works, is an interest in circular devices; Rimmer, Crumb and Schafer are all concerned

with circles.  For Crumb, ‘music is circular in sound’ and thus most appropriately

scored in circular form, as may be seen in such scores as Ancient Voices of

Children(1970), Makrokosmos I and II (1972 and 1973) and Star-Child(1977).39  For

Schafer, the image of the circle has mystical overtones, and Rimmer’s interest in circles

and rings may be seen in his concept for The Ring of Fire, particularly in the Rotations

from its ‘Lahar’ movement, the last of which is reproduced on the score’s cover.  More

generally, interest in circular devices may also be observed in the tendency to ternary

form, and the use of block forms whereby there is a recognizable rotation through a

limited number of harmonically, texturally and melodically differentiated blocks.

39 ‘George Crumb’, in G. Smith and N. Walker Smith, American Originals: Interviews with 25
Contemporary Composers. London, 1994, p.102.
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The different effects brought about by the use of regular pulses and of irregular pulses

are worthy of further investigation. The unease inherent in Finnissy’s Red Earth, both

rhythmically and through pitch, with its microtonal tensions, surely evokes another

unstable, unsafe environment.  Anderson describes the atmosphere in the work as ‘a

subdued, almost claustrophobic intensity of quite specific hue’.40  Aside from the

colour, this oppressively brooding intensity is surely akin to the (darker) claustrophobia

of the New Zealand landscape which featured in the nation’s ‘gothic’ movies of the

1970s.

Further to the comparisons teased out in the foregoing, it is interesting to note that three

of the non-New Zealand works, all except Red Earth, do not refer to specific landscapes

at all but rather an amalgam of various landscape elements.  Also worth noting is that

none of the non-New Zealand composers refer specifically to landscapes from their

home countries, whereas five of the seven New Zealanders (all except the women

composers, Bowater and Holmes) are concerned with a local position on the globe.

A further distinguishing feature must be whether the landscapes being portrayed do or

do not have people in them.  Sculthorpe and Rimmer refer obliquely to humanity, as

does Harris; Ritchie and Finnissy both portray the human element as something quite

damaging (although Finnissy is far less programmatic in his approach to this); Schafer

and Blake present the individual in the landscape; while Crumb’s and Holmes’ appear

to be mostly unoccupied by humans, and Bowater’s Magma is not an environment for

humans.  In the case of Rimmer, Sculthorpe and Finnissy this evocation of humanity is

partly achieved by use of non Western-sounding instruments (Rimmer’s evocation of

Maori flute playing, Sculthorpe’s drums and Finnissy’s didjeridus) and Ritchie’s use

of drum conjures the required military connotations.

Another differentiating factor which only becomes apparent when bringing the overseas

works into the frame is the overall pitch range which appears in each work.  It may be

seen that restricted pitch ranges were used by Ritchie, Pruden and Holmes in particular.

This could be primarily due to the nature of the instrumental ensembles for which the

works were written—both performer ability and also the number of dynamically extreme

instruments available—but that factor alone appears insufficient to fully explain the

difference.  It would seem that the more traditional New Zealand sound is also

connected to a focus on the middle range, with little use of the extremes.  In particular,

40 Anderson Finnissy, p.189.
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the overseas works here are distinguished by frequent use of the lowest pitches.  Of the

New Zealand works in the study, only the pedal notes in Blake’s Symphony frequently

occupy the lowest parts of the range.

This focus on mid-range may also be related to the differences between the ‘space’

more typical of the New Zealand works and the ‘space’ more apparent in the overseas

works, particularly those works which are neither of New Zealand nor Australian.

Those characteristics reminiscent of Hall’s spaciousness indicators, listed simply:

‘spatial movement’, ‘independent musical layers’ and ‘distance effects’, are all

connected with a depth of field, and also with a tendency towards contrapuntal writing.

The limited pitch range exhibited by most of the New Zealand works is directly

connected to a sense of perspective, and ‘depth of field’, as proposed by Griffiths.  This

seems to be precisely what the New Zealand works more often lack: the antipodean

spaciousness—or at least the New Zealand spaciousness—may not only be defined by a

particular clarity, melodic steepness, and relative unclutteredness, but perhaps equally

importance is a tendency to sequential activity and a lack of those ‘depth of field’, often

contrapuntal, elements noted in the works by Crumb, Finnissy and Schafer.

Thus, bearing in mind the foregoing detail, it would appear that the works examined

would suggest—at least for New Zealand orchestral works of the mid-70s to mid-90s—

a style profile with a few distinctive elements which have as much to do with what is not

evident in the New Zealand works as with what is clearly apparent.  In other words, New

Zealand works as exemplified by this range of orchestral works suggest a common style

through a lack of certain elements, just as much as a plenitude of others.  It appears that

claims for the uniqueness of New Zealand music should be reconsidered and redrawn;

to this purpose, further comparative work would provoke interesting questions and

reveal more about what may be claimed for a specially distinctive New Zealand style.
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CONCLUSION

Paul Griffiths: Do you recognize anything English in your music?

Brian Ferneyhough:

There have been so many attempts to define the nature of English music that I am
not about to embark on another!  Most such definitions revolve around the premise
that Britain has a genius for keeping a weather eye open for new developments, while
eliminating from them many of their more obviously outré qualities.  This may have
some truth in it: on the other hand, the essence of a great talent is always to evade
such neat and conveniently vague pinning-down.  Probably every country has its
share of composers who, by being less innovative, display all the more clearly
whatever the common denominators of a ‘national consciousness’ might be.1

Much as Ferneyhough’s pointed comment (above) on the ‘less innovative’ composers

might send a chill down the spine of any nation-serving composer, they might feel a little

heartened by Whittall’s contextualization of Ferneyhough’s reply; that although

‘nationhood is a matter of what the “mainstream” finds acceptable at any moment in

time’, its features become sufficiently ‘of’ their nation’s music when ‘sufficient

numbers of other composers adopt or adapt them’, suggesting that new national traits

may indeed be engendered by a (more innovative) composer whose musical mechanisms

may be subsequently adopted by (younger) composers.2

As discussed in the preceding chapters, from the wave of nationalism which traversed

New Zealand’s arts by the mid-20th century, and which found a voice in music through

Douglas Lilburn, New Zealand composers have placed importance on the desirability of

a national musical identity in music, and believe that taking account of their music’s rôle

in the New Zealand cultural scene is important.  Situating music in its cultural contexts,

using diverse viewpoints and intellectual paradigms, has been critical musicology’s

contribution to musicology in the 1990s, and thus the understanding of New Zealand

music as social discourse, in particular a consideration of the notions associated with the

New Zealand musical canon, could be more fully attempted.

For some, the challenges of ‘making their music relevant’ to New Zealand have been

compounded by the problem of notated music becoming marginalized by being

perceived as an elitist European art form, and thus having a problematic relationship with

the anti-intellectual and anti-European vectors which still lie, like landmines, under the

nation’s cultural scenery.  Confusion surrounding Pakeha cultural identity has made the

challenges more complex, and although other New Zealand cultural forms have to some

1 P. Griffiths, New Sounds, New Personalities: British Composers of the 1980s. London, 1985, p.70.
2 A. Whittall, ‘Personal style, impersonal structure?’, Music and nationalism in 20th-century Great
Britain and Finland, ed. T. Mäkelä. Hamburg, 1997, pp.21-22.
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extent grown away from a dependence on land imagery for their cultural identification,

music from the period discussed appears still to be clinging to the land as a major force

in the contemporary canon.

There has been minimal work undertaken in the exploration of how the land(scape)

might have affected New Zealand music, what the oft-cited ‘sense of space’ in New

Zealand music might be, or in considering how different or distinctive New Zealand

music may be shown to be.  Having undertaken this study with an open mind and an

attitude of detailed analytical and musicological inquiry—neither blindly assuming that

New Zealand music must, for the sake of the nation, be proven to fulfil all the functions

that have been laid at its door, nor collapsing into a reluctant admission that New

Zealand music is probably nothing special—I have found that as far as the question of

New Zealand musical space is concerned, and bearing in mind the comparisons drawn

with just four orchestral works from elsewhere, it would appear that there is neither more

nor less space than in the overseas works, although there does appear to be a slightly

different sort of space.  A very general ‘take’ on the findings reveals in the New Zealand

works a tendency to unclutteredness and simplicity, and a reluctance to engage in

layering or complex contrapuntal activity; the New Zealand musical landscape is still a

clean, clear, picturesque view, and the degree of sophisticated spatial organisation

employed by such composers as Carter or Birtwistle—as discussed in Chapter 3—

rarely appears in the New Zealand works from 1976-1995 studied here.

New Zealand’s creative artists face one of the most fundamental tensions: their creative

works are expected to reflect our unique situation, yet to do this in a discipline or art

form which is part of a Western European tradition puts those artists at risk of

appearing intellectual or elitist.  Pakeha creative artists appear to be caught in a double

bind, being neither Maori nor wholly European, and it may be that this, in combination

with the anti-elitist tendency, tends to disenfranchise the artist from High Art, thus

fostering a defensive, affected diffidence.

The country’s isolation is positive in allowing its inhabitants to move along their chosen

paths, to ‘invent themselves’, yet the lack of near neighbours means that New

Zealanders are less likely to compare or measure their development against that of other

nations.  New Zealand has readily and frequently assimilated many immigrant

influences which have led to a broadening of repertoire, not least cultural repertoire; yet

there is a fear that in doing so we risk dilution of identity.  Thus there has been pressure

to claim for New Zealand music a special style, one which is intrinsically different from

any other country’s style, yet there is widespread reluctance to look long and hard at

other countries’ music to see whether this claim were actually true, presumably out of
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fear that it were not.  The main thrust of this study has been to attempt some articulation

of what national musical style in New Zealand might be, and it has made only a tentative

start on any such comparisons.

The widespread belief that it is the landscape which has given a coherence to the

nation’s musical identity, combined with the sheer difficulty in pinning down where

exactly the landscape influence lies, or in locating New Zealand musical ‘spaces’, has

meant that although there is belief in a sort of earthed stylistic coherence, in fact there is

a much more nuanced scene.  While the examination of seven New Zealand orchestral

works has revealed a small set of relatively prevalent features, which may thus—taking

Rosen’s approach—be seen to say something about New Zealand musical character, the

analytical findings of this study reveal not so much a conformity as a remarkable

diversity of style.  Although diversity should be an expected result from a study which

selected works for their stylistic  variety and the range of ways in which their composers

responded to notions of land and landscape, the extent to which these responses vary is

surprisingly great.  After all, the land here is neither static nor stable; New Zealanders

are accustomed to the fact that sudden land movements are always possible, and in some

areas may be expected.  One could even suggest that one cause for the national

insecurity identified in Chapter 1 is this knowledge that landforms are not immutable

and there is no guarantee of long-term security here.

In aligning the musical findings from the analytical parts of this thesis with the cultural

findings from Chapters 1 and 2, a number of hypotheses present themselves about the

prevailing New Zealand mindset and its effects on the nation’s music.  As noted in

Chapter 5, some of the New Zealand musical works are uneven in their shaping, a sort of

ambivalence towards strong formal control.  The national trend towards self-deprecation

and a reluctance to let things go, as discussed in Chapter 1, seems related to this.

Furthermore, the reluctance to throw anything out from the ‘shed’, as it were, may in

part explain the unusual finding that it is a particularly New Zealand trait to combine two

or more harmonic practices in one work.  This, again, might be presented as ambivalence

in music, a reluctance to favour one process over another; they both have their uses so

one should keep them both.

As outlined in Chapter 1, the undermining of Pakeha myths has pressurized the quest

for national identity, giving rise to a burgeoning market for Kiwiana and heightened

interest in genealogy.  In the world of music, there are a few ciphers which are the

musical equivalent of Kiwiana, although the incorporation of Pacific and Maori musical

elements into a work might be the equivalent of Frizzell’s tikis.  It is still the land and its

perceived influences which, as the landscape myth would have us believe, bring to New
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Zealand composers a sense of belonging; Pakeha do still feel that they, too, can claim a

special relationship with the land, even if it is not widely believed to have the same

spiritual significance for them as it does for Maori.  Certainly, space is an aspect of the

great outdoors which is available to all, and remains an aspect of the New Zealand

environment which is most frequently acknowledged.

New Zealand composers have moved on and progressed since 1995, and the

compositional elements uncovered here—although still very apparent—are becoming

less prevalent as the scene continues what might be called its ‘growing-up’.  The lack of

secure collective identity, as articulated by C.K. Stead, forces our finest creative artists to

forge their own style, however strong the glare of the harsh New Zealand light.
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