MODALITIES of METAPHOR
in the music of David Lumsdaine.
In this paper on the music of the Australian-born composer David Lumsdaine
I hope both to illuminate some compositional processes in his music, and to cast
light on two general issues that have concerned me for many years. The first of
these is the analysis of harmony in modernist music from the latter part of the
twentieth century. How may we best approach the way in which a composer
creates his or her own particular harmonic sound world, and the way in which it
functions?
The second question concerns canon formation: how do we account for the
anomalies that accord some composers canonic status and not others? From my
past research on women composers I am familiar with the complexities of this
question, with answers that are as much socio-economic as musical. Nevertheless, it
is a question that must be addressed by anyone considering those modernist
composers who cannot easily be assigned to any one school of thought.
Why, for example, is the music of Don Banks so seldom played in Australia? I
would expect his music to be a constant feature of concert programmes, its place in
the canon assured. The question is more pressing when it concerns expatriate
composers: for example the Catalan Roberto Gerhard or the Hungarian Matyas
Seiber, both of whom made their homes in England and were in their lifetimes well
known, published and performed. Nowadays their music is seldom heard in either
their native or their adoptive country. Through Lumsdaine, pupil of Seiber,
colleague of Banks, expatriate in fact if not in spirit, we can examine such anomalies
afresh.
Lumsdaine was born in Sydney in 1931; he went to London in 1953 to study
composition and has lived in England ever since, though in the latter part of his life
he has returned to Australia nearly every year. He has never ceased to think of
himself as an Australian. His music has been described as ‘too Australian for the
British and too European for the Australians’, and behind this somewhat glib
phrase lie a number of assumptions that are worth unpicking, since they have wide
ramifications.
What, for example, would be too European about Lumsdaine’s ‘Aria for
Edward John Eyre’, a work steeped in the mythology of Australia’s pioneer
explorers, an iconic Australian composition if ever there was one. Would we call
Patrick White’s Voss ‘European’ because his superb poetic prose style has its roots
in writers from the Northern hemisphere? I think not. The phrase ‘too Australian’
is particularly pertinent since every country seems to aspire to a national identity
for its music, yet a definition of that identity is almost always elusive. If a white
Caucasian composer uses an Aboriginal rhythm, is that an affirmation of a national
identity, or is it just another colonial appropriation? If a composer writes a work in
a very slow tempo with very little foreground activity, and relates this to the vast
spaces of Australia’s outback, is this a manifestation of Australian music or is it
again a colonial construct, ignoring the teeming life of those spaces?
The word metaphor occurs in the title of my paper because music cannot
literally be anything but music: ideas about Australianism and particularly about
that favoured topic, landscape in music, must be understood as metaphors unless
we are working at a very naïve level indeed.
Is Australian modernism different from European modernism? I shall
approach the question first by looking at purely musical considerations and then,
more speculatively, at metaphorical ones.
I have chosen Salvation Creek with Eagle, for chamber orchestra, as the lens
through which to explore these issues because it occupies a pivotal place in
Lumsdaine’s work. It was composed in 1974, and was preceded by a decade in
which Lumsdaine produced pieces such as Kelly Ground, Episodes, Mandalas 1 and 2
and Aria for Edward John Eyre: striking works which established his reputation.
Through them Lumsdaine found his way to an authoritative technique and a
personal voice. An analysis of Kelly Ground or of Aria demonstrates the rigour and
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complexity of his technique. Every aspect of the music’s temporal design in these
works, from foreground rhythmic detail to large scale formal shaping is governed by
a set of proportions.1 In Kelly Ground this is 4/5:1:5/4:25/16. In parallel to this a set of
pitch classes is projected through a matrix and generates all the melodic material.
Through the fusion and interaction of the pitch and rhythmic material comes the
harmony that gives the music its structural coherence.
Salvation Creek lasts around sixteen minutes but was written in a mere twelve
days. Lumsdaine’s technique was by now so assured, so deeply rooted in his aural
imagination, that an apparent free play of the intuition yielded music fully informed
by an underlying technical control. It also served to open the door for the next
decade of development: Salvation Creek was followed by Ruhe Sanfte, another major
piano work, and then Hagoromo, a work for large orchestra, commissioned by the
BBC Proms and premiered by Boulez in 1977.
Salvation Creek: here is the opening of the work; we shall listen to about three
minutes.
Audio example 1: bars 1-18, play into 22.
Score pp 1-4
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An anacrusis for unpitched percussion: a soft chord from the orchestral tutti,
opening up highest and lowest registers to expose the full registral space; first steps
out from that chord, separated by silence; a general movement out and away,
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flowing in unmeasured time; half-cadence, transition and the beginning of a
different kind of movement, articulated to suggest forward propulsion.
The tutti chord in bar 7 contains all 12 semitones, none apparently privileged
over any other. Only as the first steps are taken is there a hint from trumpet and
horn that their pitches may hold defined places in a hierarchy. But before delving
into that, let us consider the tutti chord. This kind of hushed sound, radiating
through widest space and sustained until it dissolves into silence, is exactly the kind
of sonority that has been cited as a metaphor for a spacious Australian landscape.
So it might be: but I can be devil’s advocate and point out that a chord which
creates a harmonic field or which saturates the chromatic space before defining it,
is something we can find in Boulez or Berio, and beyond that, listening to the
voicing of this particular chord, I can hear Stravinsky and Mahler. Thus, thoroughly
European.
However, the chord in bar 7 is not how Salvation Creek begins. What of the
percussion that opens it? With hindsight we realise that their carefully constructed
accentual patterns, logical but asymmetric, anticipate the shapes to come; but it is
not what first strikes the ear. The choice of metal percussion, and the choice of
unpitched sonorities - inharmonic spectra - come from a composer who spent the
early nineteen seventies immersed in two very different sound-worlds: that of music
for the Indonesian gamelan, and that of music created in the electronic studio. In
the sixties, Lumsdaine had begun experimenting with electro-acoustic media, and
he founded the electronic studio at the University of Durham in 1970; exploration
of the potential of such a rapidly developing medium engrossed and fascinated him.
In referring earlier to the formation of canon, I mentioned composers who
cannot easily be assigned to a group or school. While the opening of Salvation
Creek is in our ears, we should consider who Lumsdaine’s contemporaries are, and
thus to what group he might belong. In Australia composes born within a few years
of him are Humble, Meale, Sculthorpe, Butterly and another expatriate,
Williamson. In Britain, Goehr, Maxwell Davies and Birtwistle are the canonic
figures. For not one of these contemporaries could one refer to the influence of the
electronic studio and the gamelan on the one hand and to European modernism on
the other, let alone adding the possibility of a metaphorical relationship to
landscape. Here is a first intimation that, through the individuality of his sound
world and the particularities of his technique, Lumsdaine has excluded himself
from any convenient label. His music proclaims him, unwittingly, as an outsider.
Lumsdaine’s studio explorations into the nature of sound had a profound
effect on his aural imagination. Similarly his exploration of gamelan, like his earlier
study of North Indian classical music, brought about substantial changes in his
musical thinking. In Salvation Creek we do not hear polyphony in the European
sense of the word; nor do we hear that all pervasive texture of European music,
melody and accompaniment. The textures of Salvation Creek are heterophonic. Its
sixteen minutes are created by an essentially monodic music, presented in a richly
proliferating tapestry, sometimes dazzling, sometimes limpid.
Audio example 2: bars 49-70.
Score pp 9-12
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In many musics from outside European traditions, even the densest
heterophonic textures and the wildest decorative excursions seldom prevent us
from following the course of the music. We can orient ourselves, if you’ll forgive
the colonial verb, due to the modal language in which the music is couched. In
modernist music, orientation is often a problem for the listener. Even in a music
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with comparatively simple textures, chromaticism can be confusing for the ear, and
when a literal dodecaphonism leads to a kind of soup from which no contour or
colour emerges, the listener is lost indeed.
How has Lumsdaine solved this problem? How, while drawing on the full
possibilities of the chromatic spectrum and using quite intricate textures, has he
found a clarity for his music?
In the title of this paper is the word modality, and I use the word in its
dictionary definition : the quality of being limited by a condition., In European
music, the so-called church modes have specified scale notes and a final as their
limiting condition. Another example of a much used mode, but one that does not
have a final, is Messaien’s mode 2, the octatonic scale. Lumsdaine has created a
network of interlocking hexachords. Those with acute ears will have already heard
this at work in the extracts I have played. Typically, as one hexachord moves to
another, they will have shared notes in common, these shared notes establishing the
local harmony. When this harmony is challenged by a move to a hexachord with no
notes in common, a complementarity is established which reinforces the harmony
on a higher level. It is analogous to the function of a shift to a different region in a
tonal work, which serves to intensify the overall tonality.
Lumsdaine is employing his hexachords like modes: he uses them to create
hierarchies and to imply centres; it is for this reason that I describe him as a modal
composer and not as a serial or dodecaphonic one. Let me show you an example of
one of the matrices which Lumsdaine was using to generate his pitch material, and
the cohesion of the hexachords and their harmonic function may be clearer.
music example: matrix

Made of two six-by-six squares, this is a matrix with particular properties Lumsdaine called it the Gemini matrix, because it is created through paired
hexachords. Along the top and bottom lines of the left-hand six-by-six, we can trace
a 12 note set.
music example: set
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Lumsdaine created this matrix2 by using seventh-order transformation.

For the set above, this gives the sequence A, B, Eb, F etc (9,11,3,5…) which
you can find by reading the outer columns (edges) of the left hand matrix.
The square displays pairs of hexachords with shared notes; we find, if we start
weaving diverse paths through the matrix, recurrent identities in ever changing
contexts. It displays a closed set of permutations - the identities redefine
themselves as you pass through them. This invites another way of working than
that usually implied by a twelve note set. It is this that allows the harmony and
melody of Salvation Creek its particular characterisation.
If we look at bar 14, we can see some of these characteristics and how they
relate to the matrix: (strings 940321 or trombone 10 11 7; horn 9430, etc). A path
through the matrix can be chosen to yield a specific identity which may then be
expressed either vertically or horizontally - metaphorical words, but a clear aural
application. Taking from the matrix the pitch sequence 0 9 4, linking to 4 10 0,
linking to 0 7 4 10, we can hear this at work in bars 66, 89, 117 , for example.
Score pp 12, 15, 20
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Lumsdaine took endless care in constructing his original sets in order to
ensure that they would embody the right properties: the set is the genesis of all that
is to come. Whatever his initial donnée, it must be encapsulated in the set in order
that his technique bears fruit - a means to an end, never an end in itself. His sets are
closely related, as can be seen by looking at the sketches for pieces written at
around the same time:
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To compose is to make choices, and it is the choice of path through the
magic square or matrix that is crucial: one path may prove fruitful, another less so.
The chosen path is not only defining harmony in the abstract: it allows the pitches
to create their own rhythm, through the patterns created by their recurrence. In a
lecture given in the nineteen seventies, Lumsdaine spoke of this in some detail:
What did Webern mean by the phrase, “the rhythm of my rows”?
How can a string of 12 notes express rhythm without the benefit of duration,
or the characterisation of metre?
Think of a peal of bells; in change-ringing, don’t we hear a rhythm
created by the time-intervals between repetitions of the groups of pitches, a
rhythm articulated by the changing notes? Have you ever tried playing the C
major Prelude, Book 1 of the 48, as evenly as possible (i.e. without metric
stress) and listened to the beautiful rhythm articulated by the slowly changing
groups?
Whatever Webern actually meant, there has been something of
lasting importance to me in my understanding of his words. If we think of his
rows, not in isolation, but as part of a larger structure, a structure which
permutes groups of notes within a closed cycle of permutations, for instance,
a 12 x 12, prime x inversion magic square, then we can indeed see a very
carefully shaped inherent rhythm in his rows, created by the repetition of
permuting groups of pitches. (Think of the bells again.)
Webern’s use of an overt symmetry within his sets to create
structure is very obvious in the case of works such as the String Quartet and
the Concerto. Symmetry is less obvious but, hidden and partial, it is an even
more powerful structural device in the set of the Piano Variations, Op 27. In
the case of this work, Webern clearly privileges certain pitches, notably the A
and Eb as well as the pitches which support them.
Combining the notions of a closed cycle of permutations with that
of a rotating set, or color, based on hidden and partial symmetry is at the root
of almost all of my mature works. The melodic use of these devices can be
followed clearly enough, but equally important is the role of the set structure
in articulating the longer term voice leading: the mode.
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Lumsdaine studied the possibilities of matrices and magic squares throughout
the formative years of his career, working with them not just as two-dimensional
squares but as three-dimensional arrays. Later works extended these techniques,
underpinning very substantial orchestra works -Hagoromo, Mandala V, A Garden of
Earthly Delights - as well as enabling him to diverge into new areas in what might be
called his post- modern pieces - Mandala 3, A Tree Telling of Orpheus. With this kind
of technical control, the freedom for the imagination was boundless - an ideal
paradox. A page from his sketchbook of the early seventies demonstrates how he
first set out a matrix for Hagoromo:
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Understanding Lumsdaine’s use of hexachords illumines one aspect of
Salvation Creek’s harmony, but there is another aspect I want to emphasise as well.
If we examine the opening chord and its immediate prolongation again, we can
note the register of certain pitchclasses: 7 (G), 4 (E) and 9 (A) for example. These
notes turn out to be associated with specific registers. Passing on through the
score, it becomes clear that Lumsdaine is shaping his voice leading through a very
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precise use of register. Some pitch classes have only one structural position: G, as G
below middle C, (G of the violin’s open string) in this register functions as a centre,
often a point of departure rather than of arrival; in all other registers it is
decorative.; E (as in the trumpet at bar 7) as E a third above middle C; has a
similarly hierarchic role; so does A, but this has three characteristic positions. A
220 (in the opening chord) A 880 (in the trumpet’s line from bar 18 and later in the
flute solo) and A440 (in the violins at focal points in the unfolding structure, eg
bars 66 and 114). Despite having three positions its function as a prioritised pitch
can be clearly heard. Other pitch classes occupy inferior positions in the hierarchy,
for example appearing as neighbour notes.
Assigning pitch classes to fixed registers was a technique perfected by
Webern; used in conjunction with symmetrical harmony, as in op.27ii, it gave his
music an extraordinary quality of movement disassociated from progression.
Although Lumsdaine makes use of pitch symmetries, what is most notable in
Salvation Creek is movement created through the interaction of local and large scale
hierarchies. These are created and focussed by the registral lucidity of Lumsdaine’s
voice-leading.
In talking at length about a work of which you have only had glimpses there is
a danger of misrepresentation. Here is a further extract. It can remind us that
pitch cannot be examined without reference to rhythm and texture, and it can serve
also to return us to some of the research questions I posed at the outset.
audio example 3: bars 120-130
score p 21, 22, 23, 24, 25.
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In this example, melody and harmony are released from an association with
metre. The strings are holding a chord already familiar to us (0 10 3 4 2), but in this
transformation, the complementary phrases in the woodwind are apparently
floating free. Movement and fluidity are more literal, perhaps more apparent, but
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they are not directional,. Hearing the music robbed of a progressive element creates
a new perspective.
Since perspective is a visual term, let us reflect on what it means in an aural
world. We use it to refer to distance and space in music, both temporal and
registral; to proportion, to foreground and background; we use it to try and
describe the multi-dimensionality of music. But all these things, I would submit, are
metaphors. Musical images are made of sound, and act as metaphors. Of his
technical studies, Lumsdaine has said ‘the numbers are a metaphor for the notes;
the notes are a metaphor for the landscape’.
What is this landscape? Salvation Creek is not a pictorial work. Music cannot
depict; Beethoven’s cuckoo is an iconic allusion. Even if the composer has aspired
to such allusions, we know that the coherence of works like Debussy’s La Mer or
L’Apres Midi come from their internal structure, music as music, not from the
external stimulus that may have given rise to them. The programme note for
Salvation Creek makes this clear: ‘bright sun on the rippling water, baking air, the
intermittent calls of spotted pardalote, grey shrike thrush …and overhead the
solitary wedge-tailed eagle, lazily riding the blue sky.
The music is not about these things: they are where the music came from.’
Where the music comes from: from the back of the head, from our
experience, from the music we carry with us and from the things that are precious
to us, be they poems or places. Lumsdaine in his note just quoted has described a
high valley in Kuringai Chase, New South Wales, a part of the Australian bush he
has known intimately since childhood. Does it matter that we listeners may or may
not know this place? I think not: this is music, expressive of itself. Does it matter,
though, that in saying ‘where the music comes from’ Lumsdaine is referring to a
wild landscape which he understands from the inside, whereas we live today in an
overwhelmingly urban culture, where almost all experience of rural landscape is
touristic? is this a cultural gap between Lumsdaine and the programme makers of
today that accounts for his being currently outside the canon?
Tension between rural and urban is not new, of course, and has been debated
since the industrial revolution. Think of Thoreau leaving noisy, smoky Boston to
live on Walden Pond. In this context, listen to the continuation of the passage
from Salvation Creek which I played last.
audio example 4; bars 142-145
score pp 29, 30.
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The quotation is from Thoreau in Ives’ Concorde Sonata. Lumsdaine like Ives,
understands the need to integrate our disparate experiences. To quote again from
the composer: ‘it’s essentially a work of integration. Childhood, home-coming, the
everyday life of a composer… in the North East of England came together in a
vision of a declivity… in Kuringai Chase. These pieces are meditations on my
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experience of particular places in the natural world. They are not escapist dreams.
There is no ‘out there’, only a here and now.’ In this sense, they are all mandalas’.
Lumsdaine is as acutely aware as anyone that reference to landscape will be
taken literally rather than metaphorically. In this regard, I should speak briefly
about birdsong.
Lumsdaine has studied and recorded birdsong for nearly fifty years. His
soundscapes have been much broadcast, his recordings are used on the
Ornithological Club of Australia’s identification CDs, and his huge archive is
gradually being lodged at the National Sound Archive at the British Library in
London, and its equivalent in Canberra. It is inevitable that this life-long study
should have affected his music, just as his recorded soundscapes are unmistakeably
shaped by a composer. His music in not concerned with the literal transcription of
birdsong, but rather with its essence:, its formal structure, the characters and
functions of calls, the transformations of timbre contour and rhythm. Time and
again his formal and technical ideas were able to crystallise thanks to the lessons he
learnt from observations in the natural world
He has contributed to the research that demonstrates how an undisturbed
community of birds will tune to one another. According to size and species, each
contributes to one band of the harmonic series, just as each occupies a particular
ecological niche. What light this throws on Salvation Creek, where each musical
image has its own place in the harmonic spectrum.
Looking at Lumsdaine’s works overall, further characteristics could be drawn
out which stand in metaphorical relation to the natural world: the predilection for
exploring musical shapes which are transformed by the passage of time, like the
ceaseless action of the diurnal, seasonal and annual cycles; the presence of continual
transformation, but the absence of motivic repetition, like the infinite variety of
the natural world which, superficially, we perceive as similarity ( the leaves of a tree,
the iris of an eye, our fingerprints; almost the same but never identical). Recurrent
shapes: the spiral growth of pinecone or seashell; the ripple marks of waves at the
tideline, iterative like a Mandelbrot fractal. The metaphor of landscape runs deep
indeed: but it is only useful if it illumines the music for us, not if it misleads.
Lumsdaine’s words again: ‘These things are not what the music is about. They are
where the music came from.’
For all Lumsdaine’s identification with the natural world, and with the
vanished Australia of his childhood (an Australia with a tiny population and a rural
economy) his formative years in the nineteen forties were shaped by Sydney High
School and Sydney University and specifically by the repertoire that Eugene
Goossens conducted with the Sydney symphony. Through avidly attending
rehearsals, score in hand, Lumsdaine immersed himself in the music of Stravinsky,
Ravel and Britten. Add to this, classical chamber music, Mozart and Schubert,
played with émigré Viennese musicians; jazz played with fellow university students
and memories from earliest childhood of family songs and hymns round the parlour
piano. It is a diverse heritage and leaves me in no doubt that while Lumsdaine’s
musical language is steeped in European modernism, is roots are distinctively
Australian. It is neither sentimentality nor chauvinism that has led Lumsdaine to
identify himself only as Australian, despite living most of his life in England.
Rather, it is a fact: it is where his imagination was nurtured, and it remains the
home of his music.
Does this mean that there is truth in the trite comment of his music being
too Australian for the English and too European for Australia? No: I agree with
Michael Hall, author of the recent monograph on Lumsdaine, that the comment is
not true. Music has always transcended national boundaries, be they geographical
or political, and in the late twentieth century we have seen music begin to dissolve
cultural boundaries, which is a much more significant change. As the nineteen
eighties began Lumsdaine’s music was acclaimed in both London and Sydney (Paul
Griffiths in The Times, Roger Covell and Peter McCallum in The Sydney Morning
Herald). I have no doubt that within a decade or two his music will once again be
played, known and loved. But that it currently has no place in the canon, is
explicable.
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Modernism in music and the other arts in Australia has had a chequered
history. The fickleness of changing taste is charted brilliantly in Drusilla Modjeska’s
Stravinsky’s Lunch - essential reading for anyone who imagines that a canon of
accepted works of art arises directly from qualities inherent in the works
themselves, untouched by extraneous factors; arises through god-given quality,
recognised by god-given and impartial judges. She quotes Menzies, confidently
deriding the famous 1939 exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art: ‘I
represent a class of people who will, in the next one hundred years, determine the
permanent place to be occupied in the world of art by those painting today’. She
quotes a 1928 newspaper head line: ‘Modernism again - dodging true art’, that
referred to the paintings of Cossington Smith; an artist neglected, indeed forgotten,
throughout the years of her maturity, whose paintings now hang in the National
Gallery in Canberra and, in pride of place, in the NSW art gallery.3
The backlash against modernism over the last two decades has been
substantial, and even more marked in Australia, where it is also a reaction against
Europe. The musical cultures of the United States have swept like a tidal wave
across both Britain and Australia, and who more distant from that culture than
Lumsdaine, who only felt able to return to Australia when it had withdrawn from
the Vietnam war? Looking at the social and economic factors which shape and
perpetuate opinion, I see an urban culture in which music is increasingly a
commodity and attention focuses on individuals rather than their works. Hardly an
ambience in which the reclusive Lumsdaine is likely to thrive. England remains
curiously dominated by its establishments and cliques, composers guarding their
territories with zeal; Australia’s smaller composer community may be free of the
‘gentlemen’s club’ mentality, but it is not free of professional jealousies or rivalry.
As an expatriate, and an individual incapable of ingratiation, Lumsdaine is at a
disadvantage in both camps.
But not his music. There is no reason why his music should not be played,
sung and enjoyed by everyone who wants to buck the trend, by all of us who like to
be independent of the constraints of the canon, constraints which, like all
prejudices, are finally born out of ignorance. To you I commend this body of work,
which has been such an inspiration to myself and many other musicians, and in my
favourite words of Calvino, I say: farlo durare, e dargli spazio: make space for it: let it
endure.

Nicola LeFanu, April 2004
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