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Introduction 

This dissertation locates my research and creative work as an established composer and 

doctoral candidate within a more general understanding of recent international and 

contemporary Australian composers who are creating new music through intercultural 

exploration. In reflecting on my own practice and on the broader interest in intercultural 

composition, relevant issues are identified and discussed regarding the creation of new 

work from different cultural sources.  

The Introduction to this dissertation surveys relevant concepts and literature with the view 

to grounding the documentation of the creative process of a folio of original music 

compositions. As I am conducting practice-based research, this survey also includes 

significant musical works and experiences that have been influential in my own 

development as a composer. A description of the methodological approach taken then 

follows, elucidating the composition process through analysis of scores, sketches, drafts 

and reflections. Lastly a brief chapter outline is provided, including information on folio 

compositions not discussed in this dissertation and also on works created during the 

course of the research period not submitted in the folio.  

Research Questions and Literature Survey 

Originating in the Australian (and derived from the European) conservatorium environment, 

my professional career as a composer of contemporary classical music has been greatly 

enriched by a longstanding interest in and direct experience of engaging with traditional 

music practices from cultures other than those of historical Europe. These experiences 

have been influential in helping evolve not only the musical language of my compositions, 

but also the design concepts and general ethos of my creative work. I have a particular 

interest in ritual practices and ceremonial forms from South Indian and classical Persian 

cultures and have been investigating how this may inspire and stimulate new music works. 

I am particularly interested in exploring issues around the emergence and development of 

a personal compositional language deriving from this creative landscape.  
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Donald Schon articulates the importance of the concepts of “knowing in action, reflection 

in action, reflection on reflection in action” as fundamental to artistic research.  Specific 1

questions that inform my research direction indicate that it is practice-based, aiming to 

explicate the approach taken and processes utilised in the creation of new music. They 

include the following: 

• In what ways can ritual practices/ceremonial forms inspire formal design and concept in 

the creation of new work? 

• How do I approach the synthesis of elements from disparate music traditions in my 

creative work? 

• How do I draw from intercultural influences, particularly ritual practices and ceremonial 

forms to develop my musical language as a composer? 

While there is an ongoing academic debate within Australian and international universities 

about the place of practice-based research, there has been increasing validation of it, 

particularly in the creative arts.  Theorizing about this approach, Smith and Dean have 2

developed a model of creative arts and research processes that they have called the 

'iterative cyclic web' illustrating the complex interrelationship between academic research, 

practice-led research, and research-led practice.  3

Whilst practice-based research is a relatively new concept, it is possible to find earlier 
precedents of creative artists conducting investigations across cultures, utilising source 
material in their creative work, and describing their approach. Composer Olivier Messiaen 

provides valuable insight into the music language of his distinctive compositions, 

documenting the use of Indian rhythms, serial processes, multicultural birdsongs, 

plainchant, along with original experiments in scale form.  Whilst Messiaen's music has 4

long been an idiosyncratic voice of cross-cultural synthesis, the composer refrains from 

commenting on his approach to cultural borrowing, or investigating cultural context, 

 Donald A. Schon, Educating the reflective Practitioner (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1987), 251

 Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt (eds.), Practice as Research. Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry 2

(London: I.B.Tauris, 2007).

 Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean, Practise-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts 3

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 20.

 Olivier Messiaen, The Technique of My Musical Language (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1944), 9-11.4
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preferring only to describe the musical objects and processes he uses.  

By contrast, other composers have reflected on cultural context as a significant factor in 

their own work. Contemporary Japanese composer Joji Yuasa more recently notes – 

“…a type of archaeological investigation is necessary to clarify the 
significance of composing music.”  5

Yuasa goes on to identify two important contextual factors - 

“…one which is derived from the genesis of art, culture, language 
and mankind; another which is derived from locality, that is, from 
the tradition-oriented aspects of human culture.”  6

There is an existing context for Australian contemporary composers engaging in 

intercultural exploration through creative work. James Murdoch, writing about the 

development of Australian composition in the 1970s, identifies at least half a dozen 

composers actively engaging with various Asian cultures in their work at that time, the 

most notable of whom was Peter Sculthorpe.  Often this engagement was evidenced 7

through the objective cultural borrowing of musical source material and reconstituting it 

within a new work. In his autobiography, Sculthorpe explains the aim at the time was to 

focus on using non-western compositional techniques and processes (thus emulating the 

precedent of objective borrowing advocated by Messiaen). Sculthorpe cites Colin 

McPhee’s ethnomusicological text Music of Bali as a major source at the time.  8

Since the 1970s there has been a new generation of composers exploring interculturally at 

an international level through a variety of approaches and from a variety of perspectives. 

Australian composer Liza Lim celebrates her ancestral Chinese heritage through such 

works as Moon Spirit Feasting (2000).  Julian Yu has created a significant body of 9

internationally-oriented contemporary work deriving from research into synthesising 

 Joji Yuasa, “Music as a Reflection of a Composer's Cosmology,” Perspectives of New Music, 27, no.2 5

(Summer 1989):177

 Yuasa, “Cosmology,” 1776

 Murdoch, Composers,1637

 Peter Sculthorpe, Sun Music (Sydney: ABC Books, 1999). Of Sun Music II Sculthorpe mentions - “I felt I 8

needed to balance acquired Western techniques with techniques of other cultures, especially those of the 
East” (p.100).

 Liza Lim, Moon Spirit Feasting - Ritual street Opera in 7 Acts, (Milan, Ricordi, 2000).9
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ornamentation processes from his native Chinese classical music tradition.  10

An awareness of and sensitivity towards cultural context is very important in this area. 

Whilst not being a trained ethnomusicologist, I am aware that there is a significant body of 

ethnomusicological source material that is relevant for my research. Writers including 

Pesch, and Kumar and Stackhouse, have provided valuable studies on the indigenous 

compositional and performance practices in South Indian classical music.  Nettl and Zonis 11

have also provided significant research into similar aspects of classical Persian music.  12

Nooshin has studied the role of creativity in Iranian classical music, focusing on the role 

improvisation plays in the transmission and formation of performances of the Persian 

melodic repertoire known as the Radif.  Lewisohn explores the cultural context of the 13

ancient Persian ritual known as Sama, providing a complex and detailed picture of its 

cultural meanings – the analysis being primarily sociological, rather than musically 

analytical.  14

There are issues associated with intercultural exploration as a basis for creative work. In 

their critique of ‘romantic’ attitudes towards Indigenous Aboriginal Australians, Waldron 

and Newton identify that cultural appropriation can be insensitive and disrespectful 
towards traditional cultures.  Keister has written a study of how westerners experience 15

and appropriate music interculturally through the ‘problematic’ notion of spirituality, 

 Julian Yu, Ornamentation in Traditional Chinese Instrumental Music and Its Application in Original 10

Compositions, La Trobe University, Melbourne 1993

 Ludwig Pesch, The Oxford Illustrated Companion to South Indian Classical Music (2nd ed.) (New Delhi: 11

Oxford University Press, 2009).; Kanthimathi Kumar and Jean Stackhouse, Classical Music of South India: 
Karnatic Tradition in Western Notation (New York: Pendragon Press, 1987).

 Bruno Nettl, The Radif of Persian Music – Studies of Structure and Cultural Context. (Champaign, Illinois: 12

Elephant and Cat,1987). Ella Zonis. Classical Persian Music: An Introduction. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1973).

 Laudan Nooshin, “The Song of the Nightingale: Processes of Improvisation in dastgah Segah (Iranian 13

Classical Music),” British Journal of Ethnomusicology, 7, (1998), 69-11.

 Leonard Lewisohn,”The Sacred Music of Islam: Sama in the Persian Sufi Tradition,” British Journal of 14

Ethnomusicology 6 (1997):1-3.

 David Waldron and Janice Newton, “Rethinking Appropriation of the Indigenous: A Critique of the 15

Romanticist Approach,” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 16, No. 2 
(November 2012), 64-8. 
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referring to his experience of the Japanese shakuhachi tradition.  Rogers addresses the 16

significant issue of cultural appropriation, identifying four types - 

1. Cultural exchange: the reciprocal exchange of symbols, artifacts, 
rituals, genres, and/or technologies between cultures with roughly 
equal levels of power. 

2. Cultural dominance: the use of elements of a dominant culture by 
members of a subordinated culture in a context in which the 
dominant culture has been imposed onto the subordinated culture, 
including appropriations that enact resistance. 

3. Cultural exploitation: the appropriation of elements of a 
subordinated culture by a dominant culture without substantive 
reciprocity, permission, and/or compensation. 

4. Transculturation: cultural elements created from and/or by multiple 
cultures, such that identification of a single originating culture is 
problematic.  17

This awareness impacts on the complex nature of intercultural exploration. In recent 

literature studying issues of cultural hybridity and intercultural dialogue, Raetzch explains 

that cultural hybridity is – 

“...a term to describe societies that emerge from cultural contacts 
of European ‘explorers’ and those ‘explored’. Instead of explaining 
these contacts as mere imposures of a major culture onto a minor 
culture, hybridity emphasizes their mutual intermingling. According 
to Roland Barthes a 'third language' evolves that is neither the one 
nor the other.”  18

Intercultural dialogue has been identified as “the internationalization of exchange” between 

cultures.  Pavice says this phenomenon is seen as being - 19

“...an attempt to mediate the dichotomy between dominant and 

 Jay Keister, “Seeking Authentic Experience: Spirituality in the Western Appropriation of Asian Music,” The 16

World of Music, 47, No. 3, The Music of "Others" in the Western World (2005), 35-53.

 Richard A. Rogers, “From Cultural Exchange to Transculturation: A Review and Reconceptualization of 17

Cultural Appropriation,” Communication Theory, 16 (2006): 477.

 Christoph Raetzsch, “Multiple Cultures, Multiple Perspectives,” (abstract from conference paper Humboldt 18

University, Berlin, Germany, May 15-17 2003).

 Patrice Pavice, (ed.), “Introduction,” The Intercultural Performance Reader (Oxford: Routledge, 1996),5.19
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dominated, between majority and minority, between ethnocentric 
and de-centred culture.”  20

Pieterse also posits the idea that there is a braiding of understandings present in the 
culturally hybrid environment rather than simply a diffusion from developed to developing 
countries.  Composer Liza Lim explores aspects of this particular notion, stating that in 21

her experience 

“…knowledge is not so much passed from one 'side' to another but 
is generated in the engagements of the exchange.”22

She goes on to explain - 

“… what I am foregrounding is not the ‘information’ level but how the 
process of dialogue enables capacities for action and capacities for 
understanding to be developed… In my projects, I am newly 
constituted in my feelings and perceptions as I am immersed in the 
processes of learning, making, doing and knowing.”  23

This approach identifies a significant shift in approach towards building relationships and 

understanding perspectives, rather than simply borrowing cultural objects. 

In my own compositional practice I observe an approach which might be described as 

braided, with diverse strands of experience and learning intermingling. As a composer I 

inhabit the rich and complex space between superficial distinctions of ‘western’ and ‘non-

western’, ‘contemporary’ and ‘classical’, ‘mainstream” and ‘marginal’. The idea of Europe 

looms large in the conservatorium training and practice of many formally trained 

composers. However in my experience, not unlike many others of my generation, it is 

equally important to acknowledge that European soil has actually been rarely felt under my 

feet. Instead, travels and intercultural experiences have been far more frequently 

undertaken in India and South East Asia, where I have engaged with other artists and 

 Pavice, “Introduction,” 4.20

 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange (Lanham, Md.; Plymouth: Rowman & 21

Littlefield, 2009).

 Liza Lim, “An 'Intercultural' Education,” 2013. Composer's blog.  22

URL http://lizalimcomposer.wordpress.com/page/2/. Posted 26 September 2013. 

 Lim, “An ‘Intercultural Education,”23
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musicians, learning music practices, making friends and collaborations. Artistic practice, in 

my view, embodies cultural values and understandings, both implicit and explicit, of the 

direct experiences of our time and our place, whilst also acknowledging the imaginary idea 

landscapes that we may inherit.  So, what does it mean to compose new music in this 

space? 

My training as composer and pianist began within the Western European classical 

tradition, and in many fundamental respects my compositional language is still located 

‘there’. In creating, I notice that this particular space is often expressed through the activity 

of working directly at the piano during the composition process. Playing this instrument is 

amongst my earliest childhood memories, and my largely imaginary experience of Europe 

has been transmitted through the learning of piano repertoire over many years. However, I 

also recognise that I am and am not a European, and this sensibility has drawn me to 

artists and experiences which connect to this notion of cultural hybridity. 

Over the years great personal enrichment, particularly in the area of rhythmic process and 

technique, has been gained through my direct study with musicians from traditional 

cultures, notably master drummer Kobla Ladzekpo (Ghana/USA) and mridanga vidwan Sri 

TAS Mani (South India). These two renowned musicians come from different cultural 

traditions that share the use of vocal percussion/rhythmic chant to teach and perform 

music. A number of original compositions I have created have explored fundamental 

learnings from these experiences – each taking a different vantage point. Some of the 

works, such as the Negra series for piano and percussion (1998-2001) utilise 

transcriptions of rhythmic fragments and song material learned from traditional West 

African Ga and Ewe musicians as stimuli for composition.  The quartet Crossing the 24

Borderland (2007) was a significant early attempt in composing through the Carnatic vocal 

percussion artform of konnakol, experimenting with generating new rhythmic structures 

from a traditional process.  So, it could be true to say that when creating a work, I think 25

with the piano, and I also think in drum language. These different languages bring complex 

resonances and meanings with them and inform the overarching title of this research 

project - Speaking in Tongues. 

 Tim Dargaville, Negra I for piano solo. Australian Music Centre, Sydney 1999.; Tim Dargaville. Negra IV for 24

2 pianos and 2 percussionists. Australian Music Centre, Sydney 2000

 Tim Dargaville, Crossing the Borderland. Australian Music Centre, Sydney 2007 25
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Situating my compositional activity  

The following summary situates my compositional activity within an overview of influential 

music works and experiences related to this research. In doing this, I wish to acknowledge 

the piano as a crucial medium through which I have gained an intimate knowledge of 

much Western Classical music thought and practice. From standard repertoire including 

Ravel, Bartok, Stravinsky, Shostakovich, Schoenberg and Webern, to more recent works 

by Messiaen, Boulez, Feldman, Cage, Reich and Ligeti, working directly at the piano has 

been a constant in my creative life. This relationship also includes the creative practice of 

improvisation which often is the mode I use for beginning a new work, no matter the 

instrumentation. From this longstanding depth of experience, the following works and 

experiences summarised below have been chosen because of their significant influence 

on my conceptual thinking and technical development as a composer. 

(i) A Moment in Time - The Experimental Laboratory of the Miniature Form 

An interest in working with miniature form can be traced throughout my compositional 

output. Creating music reflective of short, compressed moments in time. In playing early 

20th century piano works by Schoenberg, Bartok, Prokofiev et al., I have been, and still 

am, impressed by the great diversity of style and scope of musical expression possible 

within compressed miniature form. This interest in diversity and co-existence of different 

approaches as a positive, creative statement has become a constant throughout my life. 

Likewise an interest in concise, contained musical utterances and small formal units. The 

piano miniature has introduced me to the varied styles and approaches of early 20th 

century European classical composers - introducing a range of musical techniques I often 

use in compositions. A small window into a cultural milieu I have seldom visited. 

From examples such as Schoenberg’s Six piano pieces Op 19, with its progression of 

fleeting gestures and groundless atonality, to Bartok’s Rumanian Christmas Carols, with 

distinctive melodic lines, irregular rhythms, unusual time signatures and extended tonality, 

the miniature has been a favourite form of experimentation for composers. This too has 

been an attraction. The processes utilised in the miniature forms of Messiaen’s Quatre 

Etudes de Rhythme (1949/50) provoked the explosion of total serialism in works such as 

Stockhausen’s Klavierstuck I-IV (1952) with its extreme use of pointillism and fragmentary 

gestural language. More recently, and closer to home, the miniature has provided the 

conceptual idea for works such as Andrew Ford’s The Waltz Book (2002) - a homage to 
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and celebration of favourite composers through sixty 1 minute waltzes. 

A key fundamental in my composing process is the small, contained moment, both in and 

of itself, and also in the different ways it can generate approaches to larger scale form. 

Over the years, I have created a number of short moment-form pieces, as well as 

collections of miniatures. Whilst the stylistic language may have changed over the years, 

the impulse for contained and focussed content remains. My first published composition, 

Shards for violin and piano (1991), is a collection of five miniatures - each different in style 

and atmosphere but derived from similar elements, synthesising disparate stimuli including 

Webern’s Four Pieces Op.7 for violin and piano and Stravinsky’s Three Pieces for String 

Quartet (1922). Another early work, Canticles for piano solo (1992), is a concentrated 

cloud texture of independent cycles, drawing on an interest in Ligeti’s micro-polyphonic 

textures. More recently I have produced collections of very short pieces, notably a series 

of nearly 20 Invisible Dances (2006 ongoing) for a range of solo, duo and quartet 

combinations, and also a set for string quartet entitled Lost Pages from the Book of 

Memory and Forgetting (2017).  

(ii) Australian Modernism - Coruscations for piano solo (1971) by Richard Meale  
I first encountered this virtuosic piano work in 1980 when I arrived at the University of 

Adelaide as an 18 year old undergraduate student to study composition with Richard 

Meale. Richard was the first living composer I had met. I knew of his reputation as an 

influential Australian composer of modernist music through reading critical studies by 

Covell and Murdoch,  but had not as yet heard any of his works. I didn’t even have a 26

concept of what modernism was. Not long after starting lessons, I found a score and LP 

recording of Meale’s Coruscations, and was dazzled by the virtuosity of his writing, and 

the dramatic power of the recorded performance by Roger Woodward. This was music of a 

kind that I had not encountered before. Seemingly impenetrable, yet convincing in its 

musicality. I recognised that even though I did not yet, at that point, understand its musical 

language and structure, I did know that this work embodied a sophisticated and compelling 

ethos. 

Coruscations is characterised by highly charged and consistently evolving angular gestural 

 Roger Covell, Australia’s Music:Themes of a New Society. (Melbourne: Sun Books 1967). James 26

Murdoch, Australia's Contemporary Composers (Melbourne: Macmillan,1972).
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flourishes, rhythmic surges that seem pulseless, and tense intervallic structures 

(particularly of M7 and m9) that recur throughout, but never repetitively. Harmonic 

movement is extremely rapid, atonal, organised around ten interrelated sonorities that are 

rigorously transposed and permutated, creating a consistent, yet organic flow.   An 27

idiosyncratic virtuosity is evident - gestures range from the elegant to the brutal. Pointillistic 

textural variation is maximised to allow for dramatic impact. The visual styling of the score 

notation was also informative - the alternation between proportionally notated cadenzas 

with measured bars of unequal length allowing for greater interpretative input from the 

performer in shaping the flow of the music. A number of these features were influential in 

the composition of my first major solo piano work Alba, written in 1994 - particularly the 

use of serialised pitch and rhythm structure in the works opening, also the use of 

proportional notation, passages of dense chromaticism, and a rigorous planning in the 

works unfolding. 

Looking back now on Coruscations over a distance of more than 30 years, I recognise that 

this work is a kind of talisman in my musical experience - a convincing statement of a 

distinctive, idiosyncratic, and, significantly, local approach to the international modernist 

aesthetic, and this by someone that I was having composition lessons with each week. 

Modernism made flesh. Some of the fundamental imprints in my piano writing I can locate 

in this work, and in general the taut, compressed, finely worked musical logic evident in 

Coruscations is something that still resonates deeply. Singular, contained and 

uncompromising. A wake up call. 

(iii) A Different Drumming - Atsia traditional dance drumming of the Anlo/Ewe people, 

Ghana, West Africa 

Atsia is not a single work - rather it is a body of work that shares similar rhythmic patterns 

and processes, all intended for ceremonies in the Anlo and Ewe tribes of Ghana, West 

Africa. My first contact with this music was direct and life-changing. From 1983-89, I 

studied and performed with Ghanaian Master Drummer Kobla Ladzekpo, from University 

of California, San Diego, when he was in residence in the Music Department at La Trobe 

University, Melbourne. In attending workshops and participating in performances as a 

percussionist in the ensemble Adzohu, I was exposed to a collective form of music making 

taught as an oral tradition, that openly celebrated its cultural identity through dance, song 

 Murdoch, Composers, 15127



!11

and ritual, and where rhythmic processes of a sophisticated nature were a primary focus, 

yet also part of a greater, interconnected whole.  

Of particular interest was learning the drum language for the master drum atsimevu, which 

contained an extensive and highly complex vocabulary. This drum conducts the 

proceedings, giving structural cues for the progression of the performance, signalling 

changes of structure, dance movement and song repertoire, as well as improvising using 

its extensive vocabulary.  The learning and repetition of the drum’s mnemonic patterns, 28

provided a completely new perspective regarding rhythmic process and its relationship to 

language structure and physical movement. In this music, rhythm is understood as a 

visceral language, and is so closely connected to speech rhythm and dance movement as 

to be seen as interdependent.  This was a profound new learning for me at the time. Also 29

significant was the ever-present connection of music making and social ritual - music 

works that I learned from this tradition were to accompany weddings, funerals, puberty 

rituals, preparations for battle and so on. 

There are many variants of Atsia - for example Circle Atsia, Horsetail Atsia, and also other 

related works that use the similar fundamental patterns such as Agbadza.  This family 30

resemblance between works has also been influential in my conceptual thinking regarding 

the inter-relationship of compositions in general. What the various forms of Atsia share is a 

multi-layered rhythmic tapestry that is polyrhythmic, and where rhythmic cycles 

predominate as the main organising feature. Best understood as a series of syncopated 

rhythmic patterns in 12/8 metre, Atsia contains fundamental cyclic patterns that can be felt 

in a variety of pulses (2, 3, 4, 6). Other supporting drums play complex strands that utilise 

developmental techniques including rhythmic displacement, cross rhythm, and seed 

patterning with continual variations. Textures built on a number of interlocking patterns 

(hocket) are also fundamental. These are all techniques that I have have been 

incorporated into my compositional language, particularly in the four works for varying 

combinations of piano and percussion that constitute the Negra series (1999-2001). This 

 Hewitt Pantaleoni, The Rhythm of Atsia dance drumming among the Anlo(Ewe) of Anyako (PhD thesis, 28

Wesleyan University,1972), 148

 Pantaleoni, The Rhythm of Atsia dance drumming, 9929

 Jeff Pressing, “Rhythmic Design in the Support Drums of Agbadza,” Offprint from African Music 6, no.3 30

(1983): 4-15
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series also explores the notion of family resemblance between works through the re-use 

and rearrangement of similar passages of music derived from fundamental rhythmic 

cycles. 

In hindsight, the value of this formative experience of learning Atsia, and other works from 

this tradition, was not only in the inherent beauty of its rhythmic unfolding, but also in the 

opportunity it gave me to directly engage with traditional Ghanaian culture. In appreciating 

the purpose of the music in its traditional social context, this highlighted challenging 

differences of approach to the nature of music making, and the cultural values embedded 

within, giving me significant opportunity for further reflection on my music education and 

activity thus far. This experience marks my first border-crossing away from the realm of the 

Western Classical tradition. 

(iv) Re-evaluating Heritage - Piano Sonata no.1 (1990) by Carl Vine 

It is not very often that one gets the chance to witness a significant new work come into 

being at close range. Our experience of a major new work tends to be mediated by its 

performance history, number of recordings, and existing critical commentary. My first 

encounter with Carl Vine’s Piano Sonata no.1 was several months before its world 

premiere in 1991 - at that time I was taking piano lessons from the work’s dedicatee, 

Michael Kieran Harvey, and was lucky enough to hear him play this work long before it hit 

the public ear. 

I was immediately struck by the work’s familiar yet fresh musical language - sensuous 

lyricism, expressive modal harmony flavoured with gritty dissonance, and particularly by 

the evolving rhythmic energy expressed through complex ostinati and carefully calibrated 

metric modulation. Presenting an authentic stance connecting to past heritage that also 

contained a distinctive personal voice, Piano Sonata no.1 posed an ambitious and 

effective musical challenge to the prevailing modernist aesthetic that I was subscribing to 

at the time in my own abstract miniatures such as Shards for violin and piano (1991) and 

Canticles for piano solo (1992). Acknowledging Elliott Carter’s Piano Sonata (1946) as a 

model, Vine’s use of gradual metric modulation as a developmental tool was particularly 

influential.  This sonata’s pulsating rhythmic flow, using discernible repetitions, variations 31

 Michael Kieran Harvey, liner notes to Storm Sight, Michael Kieran Harvey, (ABC Classics 461 723-2, 31

2001). 
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and mixed metre, as well as its blending of modality with chromaticism, seemed to throw 

down the gauntlet, and demand a larger scale creative response that acknowledged the 

full breadth of the heritage that I had been schooled in as a pianist. This posed an 

aesthetic dilemma which took some years to work through. 

Michael Kieran Harvey’s performances of Vine’s Piano Sonata no.1 established this work 

on the international stage as a major new Australian composition, and Harvey as a pianist 

of international renown, through his success in the 1993 Ivo Pogorelich Competition, which 

he won playing this work.  This affirmation of Australian cultural endeavour, which I was 32

witnessing, spurred me to begin writing in a new way. Not long after this, Michael asked if I 

was interested in creating an extended work for him. The result, Negra I for piano solo 

(1999), was a 20-minute work which owes a considerable debt to Vine’s Piano Sonata no.

1 in its construction of passages using rhythmic ostinati, metric modulation, extended 

melodic figurations and alternation between modal and atonal harmony, as well as 

focussing on extreme virtuosity. In an act of homage, I modelled some aspects of Negra I 

on Vine’s Sonata, perhaps subconsciously mirroring the close connection that he 

acknowledged with Carter’s Piano Sonata. It was a major breakthrough in my 

compositional output at that time, gaining national recognition through the awarding of the 

1999 Jean Bogan Prize, and has been performed frequently in Australia and overseas by 

its dedicatee Michael Kieran Harvey. 

(v) Hybrid India - Crossing the Borderland through the art of konnakol 

My interest in creating music through intercultural exploration has been greatly informed 

and enriched by an ongoing contact and involvement with the music and cultural traditions 

of South India. This is has been a meaningful association that has been present in my life 

for more than 20 years now, having visited there several times to study traditional music 

practices. My interest in the vocal percussion art form of konnakol, and in the drumming 

traditions and rhythmic processes of Carnatic music has been, in retrospect, a further 

development partially inspired by engagement with an oral tradition and dynamic 

drumming and dance culture spoken of earlier in discussing the music of Atsia. 

I think I can locate the beginnings of this particular interest in Indian music to acquiring an 

LP in the mid 1980’s - an ECM album by the Karnataka College of Percussion entitled 

 Harvey, Storm Sight32
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Jyothi.  Here was newly composed music within a traditional context, incorporating 33

astonishing melodic improvisations by vocalist and composer R.A. Ramamani and jazz 

saxophonist Charlie Mariano over classical Carnatic scale forms and rhythmic structures 

arranged by T.A.S Mani and his team of percussionists. R.A. Ramamani’s use of the 

Carnatic process of melodic elaboration known as swara kalpana (a dazzling form of 

improvisation using a type of solfa) intertwined with Mariano’s jazz influenced modal solos 

in surprising and unpredictable ways.  Virtuosic rhythmic streams articulated by voice 34

then translated to percussion instruments were characteristic in this music to stunning 

effect, as were complex tempo changes and cross rhythmic cadences, particularly on the 

extended tracks Kartik and Bhajan. This album made a very strong impression on me, 

particularly through its rhythmic dynamism and outstanding ensemble interplay, but also 

through the freshness of its compositions. Here was new music from inside an ancient and 

ongoing tradition. R.A. Ramamani, as composer and vocalist, embodied, in some way, a 

different paradigm as creative artist - fundamentally located within traditional culture, yet 

not completely defined by it.  

This realisation provided the impetus to go and study with Mani and Rama (as I came to 

know them) at the Karnataka College of Percussion in Bangalore, South India, some years 

later, as an Asialink Artist in Residence in 1996. The contact made on this visit, and on a 

subsequent Asialink residency in 2006, has been highly influential in informing my 

understanding of rhythmic possibility and process on a technical level, and also 

significantly has given me insight into a very different dynamic in the way an indigenous 

classical culture (in this instance the Carnatic) can engage with a contemporary, urbane 

world-view. Whilst Mani and Rama create and perform in traditional contexts, they are also 

international and global in their outlook, and very active in intercultural collaborations - 

creating new works, particularly with contemporary jazz ensembles, as evidenced in the 

album Sankirna (1985) with German jazz ensemble Oriental Wind amongst others. The 

common ground for this collaboration is through the shared technical mediums of melodic 

and rhythmic improvisation evident in both traditions. The result is a music of parallel 

realities. This notion has been profoundly influential to me. 

 Charlie Mariano and the Karnataka College of Percussion, featuring R.A. Ramamani, Jyothi. ECM, 33

1256,1983, LP

 L. Subramaniam and Viji Subramaniam, Euphony: Indian Classical Music,(Calcutta, Affiliated East West 34

Press, 1995).134
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The vocal percussion practice of konnakol has been a significant influence in the way I 

conceive of and articulate rhythmic elements and process. The fluid, conversational 

manner of this practice, as expressed between teacher and student, has become a 

visceral rhythmic language that I embody and call up when composing. My 2007 quartet 

for soprano saxophone and piano trio Crossing the Borderland, is an expression of some 

of these experiences - its faster movements in particular were structured as rhythmic 

architecture through the use of konnakol, later elaborated with pitch, texture and other 

devices. The Kolam works in this creative folio are a further extension of this parallel 

approach. 

Methodological approach 

In line with practice-based research methodology, this dissertation places my creative work 

as a practitioner at the centre of the study.  As such it contextualises a selection of folio 

works, utilising a complex process of analysis and reflection through practice to uncover 

developments, patterns and techniques to aid understanding as well as to potentially 

develop in future works. The aim of these analyses will be to elucidate the workings of the 

music as well as reflect upon approaches taken to compositional process informed by 

intercultural exploration. A range of data is presented to show the development process, 

including annotated musical examples, tables, charts, hand-written sketches, analytical 

reductions, journal reflections, images and audio recordings. Regarding understandings on 

creating interculturally, the idea of the braided experience, described earlier in the 

literature survey, is a central theme that runs through the dissertation, with each chapter 

exploring different aspects of this idea. 

Chapter Outlines 
This dissertation focusses on three works in the composition folio. Inspired by the 
patterning, design and ethos of ritual practices of mandala in South Indian and Tibetan 
Buddhist traditions respectively, these selected compositions are creative investigations 
related in terms of concept and compositional language. The decision to group these 
works together as a focus of study was not intended at the outset, rather becoming 
emergent during the research period, reflective of practice-based methodology. Reflections 
are presented in each chapter regarding the differing approaches taken to creating music 
from culturally diverse sources.
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Chapter 1 - Speaking in Tongues outlines the genesis of the Kolam project, and in 

particular contextualises the creative development of Kolam for piano solo, composed in 

2014, early in the PhD candidature. Particular focus is given to the construction of the 

compositional language of the third movement of this cycle, investigating ways that the 

music draws on the influence of the Tamil ritual mandala practice of kolam and the South 

Indian vocal percussion tradition of konnakol. Analyses of musical aspects including 

rhythmic pattern and process, formal design and harmonic structure explore this. 

Consideration is also given to a braiding of learnings from both Western Classical and 

South Indian Carnatic traditions. 

Chapter 2 - Found in Translation explores interconnections between Kolam for Orchestra 

with its predecessor Kolam for piano solo. In particular it outlines an emerging interest in 

exploring applications of Carnatic rhythmic processes to create extended formal structures 

- a search for a large scale mandala form. Aspects of this are explored in excerpts from 

movement II of Kolam for piano solo and also from Kolam for Orchestra. 

The chapter also identifies a creative distancing between the source context of a creative 
stimulus and its transformation through the compositional process. This tension is explored 
through Henk Borgdorff’s observation of artistic research being about “articulating both our 
familiarity with the world and our distance from it”.  The chapter also identifies an emer35 -

gent interest in the ethos of mandala form, with its focus on ephemeral dissolution, as a 

key concept to be explored in later works in the folio. 

Chapter 3 - The Art of Dissolving focusses on the last work in the folio - the string quartet 

Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting. Conceived as an exploration of the 

expressive potential of decay and disappearance, this composition was inspired on one 

hand by the ritual of the dissolution ceremony in Tibetan Buddhism, and on the other by 

the personal story of my mother Rosemary, who spent her last years disappearing into the 

strange landscape of dementia. As such the creative process for this work draws on a 

braiding of two very distinct circumstances, progressing discussion of issues raised in 

earlier chapters. This final chapter contextualises the creative process, analyses aspects 

of formal design and spatial layout, with further exploration into technical approaches to 

dissolution of musical elements as part of a compositional language. 

 Henk Borgdorff, The Conflict of the Faculties (Leiden University Press 2012).17135
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Works not included in the folio and exegesis
Of the five works presented in the folio, two have not been analysed in this exegesis - 
Between Breath and Word for chamber ensemble (2016), and After and Before for flutes, 
clarinets, piano, violin and cello (2017). These works, whilst still grounded in the research 
questions, head in different directions away from the central focus on mandala form and 
ethos with its relevant musical connections explored in this dissertation. 

Between Breath and Word, though created as a concert chamber work, is ultimately 
intended for a future music theatre production titled Walking with Hafez. As such, it draws 
from a different well-spring, that of Persian Classical music, the poetry of Sufi mystic Hafez 
and the form of the ceremonial sama, filtered via a longstanding creative collaboration with 
Iranian actor/theatre-maker Shahin Shafaei. The music is devised as a series of scenes to 
accompany potential story-telling, poetry reading, movement and dance.

After and Before draws inspiration from a favourite book gifted me by my late father Doug - 
the Tao Te Ching, with its poetic aphorisms revealing essential Taoist ideas on the 
returning and deepening of experience into wisdom and the integration of opposites into a 
unified whole. Some of these principles have been embedded into the music of After and 
Before. The work itself is structured in two complementary movements, seemingly 
contrasting to each other but actually derived from the same material. Both movements 
have almost exactly the same duration, and each references the other, recalling the 
archetypal image of the yin yang, where each half contains the seed of its complementary 
opposite.

More music was created during the period of candidature than was possible to include in 
the folio. Owing to time constraints it was not possible to include the following projects -

The Lojong project - a collection of viola and piano pieces inspired by Buddhist meditation 
slogans (lojong), created during 2015. Approximately 20 minutes of music was created for 
this project, with experimentation also given to incorporating slide projections of lojong 
texts into a potential performance as contemplative stimuli.

Revisitations - a series of solo piano improvisations recorded during 2017 and 2018 
totalling over 3 hours of music. This project was intended to be a reconnection to and 
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further exploration of my creative process at the piano, something that has been referred 
to as important background in the dissertation, but is itself outside the scope of the 
research questions.

Relevance of the study 

This folio and accompanying dissertation are a contribution to the ongoing discussion 

around contemporary art music and its relation to the culturally diverse society in which we 

live. In that sense this research project may contribute to a greater awareness of the ways 

intercultural experiences can inform an individual creative arts practice. Equally it is 

intended that this research project will elucidate ways in which an arts practice such as 

music composition can reflexively reframe intercultural experiences into creative 

expression intended for public contemplation. 
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Chapter 1 - Speaking in Tongues 
The Kolam project - Genesis 

(i) Kolam as ritual artefact 

Kolam is an ancient, ritualistic form of decorative art, drawn using rice powder as an 

offering to the gods and a blessing on the household. Created every morning on the front 

doorstep and left to decay throughout the day, kolams are mandala-like, continuous line 

drawings of curved loops and closed shapes, geometrically arranged, constructed around 

a grid pattern of dots. In the state of Tamil Nadu, South India, kolam-making is widely 

practised by female Hindu family members on the threshold of their homes from daybreak 

- an art practice that is traditionally passed on from mother to daughter. The symbolic 

meanings of kolam can vary, from being seen as a sign of prosperity, to warding off the 

‘evil eye’.  As researcher Vijaya Nagarajan explains - 36

“The kolam is a design that exemplifies the ritual importance of the 
threshold; it parts the inside from the outside, the protected and ‘safe’ 
world of the home from the more dangerous, vulnerable and 
unguardable world of the outside.”  37

There are an infinite number of traditional and newly created designs in the art of kolam- 

making, but the fundamentals of continuous line, geometric pattern and structural point are 

always present. Essentially, kolam is an ephemeral, labyrinthine art form. 

 Vijaya Nagarajan, “Hosting the Divine, The Kolam in Tamil Nadu,” Mud, Mirror and Thread, ed. Nora Fish36 -
er, Mapin, Ahmedabad, (1993) 192-203

 Nagarajan, “Hosting the Divine,” p. 19737



!20
Fig. 1.01. Tamil village elder Renuka making a kolam. Adishakti, Pondicherry. Image - Tim 

Dargaville, South India 2006 

(ii) Encountering kolam - Passing on a ritual practice 

In late 2006 and early 2007 my partner Rosalie Hastwell and I spent 3 months as Asialink 

Artists in Residence at Adishakti Theatre Arts Laboratory, Pondicherry, South India. We 

both had gone there to observe the company’s distinctive theatre making approach 

merging traditional regional Indian with contemporary forms, and to create new work and 

engage with local communities in the area. I also intended to continue further study of the 

traditional vocal percussion art form of konnakol, in the nearby city of Bangalore. Together 

with our (then) 12 year old daughter Ruby, we saw kolam-making on a daily basis, largely 

created by the domestic staff of the company, who were local villagers. Ruby, as is 

appropriate for a young girl in Tamil Nadu, learned the craft of pouring the rice flour into 

various designs from village women Renuka and Krishnavini, largely through the act of 

doing, as communication in a shared language was a challenge.   
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Fig. 1.02. Krishnavini teaching Ruby how to pour a kolam. Image - Tim Dargaville 2006 

It was captivating to watch my daughter find ways to engage with Krishnavini and Renuka 

through this time-honoured tradition of learning by doing, and also inspiring to see how 

Ruby quickly absorbed the medium of kolam, easily expressing her creativity with new 

designs based on traditional methods. What I was witnessing in her activity was essentially 

an individual expression inspired by and connected to another tradition, quickly absorbed, 

and with no common verbal language to explain what was happening. A profound learning 

was taking place not only for her, but for me as well.  
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Fig. 1.03. Kolam - Original design - Ruby Hastwell Dargaville. Image - Tim Dargaville 2006 

I have had previous experience of this kind of approach to cultural interaction through a 

longstanding interest in the percussion traditions of South India. The vocal percussion art 

form of konnakol, a form of rhythmic chant used for teaching drumming patterns, rhythmic 

process and accompanying classical dance choreography in Carnatic music, follows a 

similar approach of close interaction with a guide and learning by doing repeatedly. Having 

lessons with T.A.S. Mani at the Karnataka College of Percussion in Bangalore, both on this 

visit in 2006, and also on a previous trip ten years earlier, involved reciting of strings of 

rhythmic patterns of increasing complexity, which Mani would demonstrate and I would 

then replicate, much as Ruby would do in her kolam-making sessions with Krishnavini. 

Ex. 1.01. Konnakol notation - 8 beat cycle, Adi taala, first speed.  38

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

1           2           3           4           5           6           7           8     

                       Tha      kita       thaka     Tha       kita       thaka    Tha      kita 

                       thaka   Tha       kita        thaka    Digu     thari      kita      Dhaka  
______________________________________________________________________  

 T.A.S. Mani, Sogasuga Mridanga Taalamu Part 1. (Bangalore, India: K.C.P Publications),15. 38
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Fig. 1.04. T.A.S. Mani outside the Karnataka College of Percussion, Bangalore. Image - 

Tim Dargaville 2018 

Ruby’s daily practice of kolam-making inspired me to consider the possibility of a parallel 

expression of kolam through music. I started developing a percussion work for the 

members of the theatre company, inspired partly by the geometric motifs and forms of the 

kolam, and also by the rhythmic flow accompanying the rehearsals of traditional dance 

forms at Adishakti's theatre. The work that emerged from these experiences, Kolam for 5 

Percussionists, was characterised by intricate interlocking of similar sounds, with each 

player interweaving their part around the others much as the lines, loops and shapes of a 

kolam weave around the grid of dots that begin it. The creative process was collaborative, 

improvisatory and grounded in oral tradition - this music was developed with Adishakti’s 

percussionists through our common practice of konnakol, which I would then transcribe 

and set into rhythmic segments after rehearsals. Later the score was notated in standard 

western rhythmic notation - an early experiment in parallel transcription. 

Some years later, in 2012, I composed a second kolam - this time for Australian 

saxophone quartet Continuum Sax. Again, this was a short one movement ensemble work 

for similar instruments consisting of much interlocking and hocket writing - creating the 

illusion of continuity from interweaving elements. However the creative process was 

markedly different, again reflecting the needs of the context. I used konnakol recitation 

privately at home to create the architecture of the work, rather than as a collaborative tool 

for rehearsals. This was mainly because the performers in Continuum Sax had no training 

in this practice and also lived interstate, making intensive collaboration problematic. 
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Eventually notated in conventional score format, and further expanded by the development 

of pitch and harmonic material not present in the original percussion work, Kolam for 

Saxophone Quartet also uses sudden tempo modulations which are features of Carnatic 

music composition.  

Interestingly, both compositions share similar rhythmic motifs, processes and approaches 

to formal structure, echoing the family resemblances between kolam designs, even though 

both compositions were created for very different ensembles in very different 

circumstances, using very different forms of notation. This parallel approach to working 

with the same stimulus has been an influential experience, and in many respects could be 

seen as the genesis for this research project Speaking in Tongues. 

(iii) Why Kolam? Musical possibility and ephemeral meaning 

Why am I drawn to this visual art form? Something to do with its geometric, abstract, yet 

handmade form. The viewer’s gaze is drawn to the centre, through a spiralling of recurring 

motifs. Recurrence is a key feature in kolam design - often the same motif is repeatedly 

used in small to medium to large proportions, as seen in the flower kolam.  

Fig. 1.05. Flower kolam, Pondicherry. Image - Tim Dargaville 2018 

Other features also are present -  variational patterns, cyclic forms, family resemblances 

between designs, the illusion of continuity from distinct small elements. An invisible 

fundamental framework is the simple dot grid, often symmetrical in form, expanding and 
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contracting through processes of addition and subtraction. These are all key design 

elements that have musical parallels.  

Another key area of interest had to do with the ephemeral quality of kolam. This aspect 

posed a conceptual challenge to the ‘monument-making’ emphasis of the Western 

Classical tradition that I have been schooled in.  Kolam is an art form designed to 39

disappear, thus necessitating re-creation the next morning. As a consequence, the 

ritualistic nature of re-forming kolam every morning becomes an ongoing practice of 

imparting cultural beliefs and values as part of a tradition.  

Fig. 1.06. Kolam, smudged at the end of the day. Adishakti, Pondicherry. Image - Tim Dar-

gaville 2006 

This temporality has strong resonances with the conditions of creating and performing 

music. We recognise that we belong to a tradition of music making largely because of the 

temporal act of its repeated performance. Compositions may exist independently in score 

format, but a musical work best exists when performers re-create it in real time to an 

audience who is witness to the experience. This is where necessary understanding and 

recognition of the meaning of a musical work occurs. The score is a reminder of the ritual 

 In fact this challenge would, over time, prove to be of significance in the concept and design of later cre39 -

ative works in this folio, but at this point in 2014 the interest was more latent than present.
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performative act, in the same way that a finished kolam is a reminder of the time-honoured 

process of making it. There is a strong synergy, then, between the medium and practise of 

kolam and the creation and performance of music. 

(iv) What is my intention? - Intertwining parallel realities 

In beginning this project, I wanted to know how the nature of kolam - its design and 

essential concept - could be rendered in music. What potential does it contain? It seems 

possible that the art form of kolam could provide a containing structure to explore and 

better understand the interaction between two very different cultural forms/musical 

languages - the individualistic, monument-making, notated art of the contemporary piano 

medium, counterbalanced by the fluid rhythmic processes and dialoguing oral tradition of 

konnakol. What could happen when these two very different realities are connected 

through the fulcrum of kolam?  

The literature survey in the Introduction to this exegesis presents differing positions 

regarding intercultural exploration. In particular, a process of braiding has been identified - 

an intertwining - rather than simply a diffusion of attitudes and values from “developed to 

developing countries”.  This idea seems particularly relevant in considering the approach 40

to composing Kolam for piano solo. How do these interests in kolam, solo piano music and 

the rhythmic tradition of konnakol intertwine? 

(v) Developing the concept - Documenting the process 

In this extended 25-minute solo piano work, composed during March-October 2014, my 

aim has been to explore both the modular formal possibilities of kolam design, and also 

reflect on the conceptual challenge posed by its ephemeral nature, within a multi-

movement structure. Having already created two short kolam compositions that are 

essentially ensemble works, merging the individual within the group, the prospect of 

creating a larger scale solo work was a challenge I wanted to explore. The piano is an 

unusual choice of instrument for this work - static, immovable and unique, it brings its own 

cultural baggage and history. However, it is also an instrument that functions around the 

principles of sonic attack and decay as being intrinsically fundamental. A true sustain is not 

technically possible on the piano - there is much piano writing that creates the illusion of 

sustain (much as a continuous line in a kolam actually is poured from hundreds of particles 

 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange (Lanham, Md.; Plymouth: Rowman & 40

Littlefield, 2009).
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of rice flour). The effects of the various sustaining pedals available are really about 

effecting gradual states of decay. It could be true to say that the varying relationships of 

attack and decay are central to any approach to piano writing. 

In documenting and analysing the process of creating Kolam for piano solo, I intend to 

refer to the work’s musical composition, and how it has been influenced by kolam design 

as well as rhythmic and structural processes evident in the South Indian vocal percussion 

art form of konnakol, a cultural corollary to kolam, which, as will be shown, contains 

relevant parallel music processes. 

Kolam for piano solo - Analysis 

(i) Formal Architecture: Collection of short pieces or cycle of interconnected works? 

My initial plan at the outset was to create a multi-movement set of pieces that reflected in 

some way the variety of small to large kolam designs. Two possible approaches emerged 

in the initial stages - 

1. A collection of short pieces of varying durations, each inspired by a different kolam 

design - eg. star kolam, sikku kolam, mountain-top kolam and so on. Each piece could 

illustrate a range of techniques, styles and structural approaches, and could be 

performed as a stand alone item, as well as part of the set. 

2. An interconnected cycle of five pieces of varying durations that form a complete work. 

Whilst each movement could be performed as a stand alone item, an overall design 

exploring family resemblances could be developed that would bind all movements into 

an extended cycle. Each movement, in a sense, could be a module of a larger whole, 

and as such would have a particular structural function to play. 

Discovering the right approach took some months, through experimenting with a series of 

music segments of different atmosphere and tempi, much like assembling a jigsaw puzzle. 

Composing early drafts of these segments happened concurrently over six months - 

resulting from a need to find some fundamental inter-relationships. At a certain point, five 

particular segments were drafted as building blocks which were then arranged and 

rearranged in differing sequences in a search for the most appropriate architectural form.  

An early planning sketch shows an interest in the modular possibilities of these potential 

five segments. 
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Fig. 1.07. Early structural sketch - modular combinations of segments 

A consideration for a time was the possibility of having an open form, where the order of 

segments could vary for each performance. After further experimenting, however, I 

decided not to continue with this approach, being more interested in developing a larger 

scale sequence that showed a more considered progression over time, and a deeper 

interconnection between segments. A further planning sketch connects the five segments 

into a model, inspired by the design of the flower kolam.  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Fig. 1.08. More developed structural plan, October 2014 

This plan outlines the proposed duration and function of each segment, and also a 

symmetrical patterning between segments - a large scale arch form. A key realisation was 

the structural importance of the same or similar detail in small to medium to large 

proportion present in the flower kolam. This fundamental organising principle had become 

evident in the five separate music segments I had been creating through the recurring use 

of similar motivic material in related slow to medium to fast tempi. In this new plan, the 

central third movement, moving at the fastest speed, is flanked by two slower movements  
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of similar proportion, duration, tempi, motivic material and mood. The outer movements (I 

and V) contain different material again and function as opening and closing signifiers. It 

was at this point, with all five segments in rough draft form, that it became clear that the 

model of an interconnected cycle of works, with each movement having a particular 

structural function, was the best approach to proceed with.  

Fig. 1.09. Overview of multi-movement arch form.  41

Movement I II III IV V

Duration 2’30’’ 7’30’’ 5’00’ 7’30’ 2’30”

Function Ritual opening

Signifier of the 
beginning of 
the work. 

Uses material 
that is not 
developed in 
following 
movements 

Labyrinth

Gradual in-
crease in mo-
mentum via the 
expanding 
framework of 
the mridanga 
jati.  

Introduces and 
develops key 
motives at slow 
tempi.

Summation

Energetic climax.
Introduces 
variations on 
some key 
motives from II at 
fast tempo. 

Concludes the 
formal expansion 
of material used 
in movts. II and 
III

Dissolution/
Labyrinth return

Introduces idea 
of dissolution 
through greater 
use of 
resonance and 
pedalling 
effects, as well 
as new, related 
material. 

Refers back to 
movt. II  to lead 
into closing 
section

Ritual closing

Signifier of the 
ending of the 
work. Uses 

same material 
as I

Tempo Slow

quaver = 58

Slow-Medium

varying tempi
quaver = 116
quaver = 58
(alternating)

Fast
 

quaver = 116

Slow-Medium

varying tempi
quaver = 66
quaver = 116
quaver = 66

Slow

quaver = 58

Key 
Rhythmic 

Unit

quaver quaver
semiquaver
quintuplet 

semiquaver

demisemiquaver quaver
triplet quaver

quintuplet 
semiquaver

quaver

Number of 
bars

30 128 201 127 32

 Whilst the data in this table was correct at the time of the works creation during 2014, changes were made 41

later, after consultation with pianist Bernadette Harvey. These changes were mainly to do with appropriate 
tempi in performance. The overall durations of Movements. II and IV were shortened to approximately 6:00 
each, and tempo was adjusted in Movement. III to a range of quaver = 112 - 116
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Overall Proportion and Tempi - Influence of Kolam and Laya 

Of particular note in the previous table are the durational proportions of each movement. 

Movements I and V, at the outer ends of the cycle, are approximately 1/2 the length of the 

central third movement, which is itself approximately 2/3rds of the length of Movements II 

and IV. Movements II and IV counterbalance each other. Of almost exactly the same 

duration (and number of bars), they mirror each other in structural function - the second 

movement gradually increases the flow of the musical narrative, the fourth movement 

gradually relinquishes it. Also of interest are the tempi relationships and rhythmic units 

used in each movement. These express fundamental speed relationships which could be 

summarised as follows: 

• Movements I and V move at the same slow speed (quaver = 58) 

• Movement II uses a variety of tempi and rhythmic unit, mostly moving between slow 

speed (quaver = 58) and twice as fast (quaver = 116). Other metric modulations are 

used to develop flow - there is a particular interest in this movement with changing 

speeds through alternating rhythmic units of 3, 4 and 5. 

• Movement III moves twice as fast again (quaver = 116, in demisemiquaver unit) 

These fundamental tempi relationships are characteristic of Carnatic rhythmic music, 

particularly in the concept of laya (slow-medium-fast speed, where each is twice as fast as 

the previous).  T.A.S. Mani refers to them as “first speed, second speed and third 42

speed”.  In the overall plan for Kolam for piano solo, there is a logical progression forward 43

through the three speeds in Movements I, II and III, creating an overall impression of a 

gradual build in energy and intensity over 3/5 of the works span. In conceiving each 

movement originally as a separate segment, I did have in mind at the outset that there 

would be an interrelationship between specific tempi and rhythmic units across the span of 

the whole cycle, but did not at the time have a particular plan for the overall sequence. 

 L. Subramaniam and Viji Subramaniam, Euphony: Indian Classical Music, (Calcutta, Affiliated East West 42

Press,1995). 72

 T.A.S Mani, Sogasuga Mridanga Taalamu (Parts 1-5) – A Reference Book on South Indian Percussion. 43

(Bangalore: K.C.P. Publications 2002).1.
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(ii) Movement III - Form and Rhythmic Process - Relation, Repetition and Recurrence 

What is now the third movement in the cycle was initially composed as a potentiaI opening 

movement. This was some time before developing the structural model just mentioned. It 

is largely due to writing this movement that I was able to crystallise the nature of the other 

movements and also develop the overall plan for the cycle. The intention was initially to 

begin with a short, dynamic miniature that established a quicksilver flow characterised by 

repetitions and varied recurrences as well as sudden and abrupt changes.  

In beginning this movement I decided to work with an existing passage of an earlier, 

completed kolam as inspiration. It seemed important to begin this new work by connecting 

it to a predecessor - Kolam for Saxophone Quartet - thus establishing the concept of family 

resemblance at the outset. This interconnection, prevalent in much kolam design, also 

sprang from a recognition that it was my daughter Ruby who really brought home the 

beauty of this visual art form. The approach, then, was to start with rearranging existing 

quartet material, elaborating it into new idiomatic figurations for piano.  

Ex. 1.02(a). Passage from Kolam for Saxophone Quartet 2012, opening 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Ex. 1.02(b). Same passage, elaborated with new figurations, in Kolam for piano solo 2014, 

movt.III 

This approach to creating new figurations from an existing earlier segment was successful 

in establishing some fundamental material for me to work with. It is interesting to note that 

this is not an uncommon way to begin - there are numerous examples of arrangements of 

existing work spawning new work, ranging from close cousins such as Steve Reich’s 

Clapping Music  expanding to become Music for Pieces of Wood,  to distant relations, 44 45

including Pierre Boulez’ Douze Notations for solo piano  becoming a radically re-worked 46

version for orchestra more than 30 years later.  Similarly, in the Carnatic music tradition, 47

the teaching of konnakol encompasses a discanting process, where new passages are 

developed through varying existing learned phrases through improvisation.   48

My intention was to begin with familiar material with the aim of establishing fundamental 

patterns and processes to explore in later movements, as well as connecting this large 

scale Kolam cycle to an existing body of work. I also wanted to explore the possibility of 

surprising a potential audience familiar with earlier versions, by inserting interpolations of 

new material within the context of a known passage - in a sense to dialogue with the 

audience through discanting, much like Mani and I would do in a konnakol lesson. This 

approach to working with similar material from different perspectives generated  a range of 

compositional strategies – a significant one being presenting the same material in different 

speeds across the cycle. 

 Steve Reich, Clapping Music. (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition, 1972).44

 Steve Reich, Music for Pieces of Wood. (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition, 1973).45

 Pierre Boulez, Douze Notations for piano solo, (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition, 1945).46

 Pierre Boulez, Douze Notations for orchestra. (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition, 1978).47

 Personal conversation with T.A.S. Mani, Bangalore, South India, January 2007.48
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Ex. 1.03. Related material from Movements II and III – same passage, different speeds  

This idea of inserting a related module from elsewhere in the cycle, and transforming it 

through tempo change and elaborate figuration is characteristic of the composition. 

Significantly, this modular approach to inserting units at related dimensions/speeds is also 

prevalent in the rhythmic process of konnakol. In the performance of tani avartanam 

(percussion solo at the end of a raga) it is characteristic for drummers to insert favourite 

pre-composed cross-rhythmic cadences (mukthaya and korvai) as a way of showing skill 

and also developing interest in the flow of the performance.  In Kolam for piano solo, this 49

process of insertion is used particularly as a cross-referencing tool between Movements II, 

III and IV, and, in hindsight, was a key determinant in making the decision to progress with 

the model of an interconnected cycle of works.  

An overview of the formal structure of Movement III shows that it is a symmetrically 

balanced, medium-sized, arch form comprising A and B sections, with 2 linking passages - 

in a sense a replication on a smaller scale of the overall design over a shorter timespan, 

however with differing proportions between sections. 

 Subramaniam and Subramaniam, 1995, (Ibid. 88)49
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Fig. 1.10. Overview of formal structure - Movement III  

Established in this movement are some fundamental processes that would become 

influential in the development of later movements.   

Both Sections A and B are conceived in a series of spans, containing a number of phrases 

of varying length. Within each span, two key processes that occur are - 

• Increasing motivic units by extension through repetition or variation at the end  

• Inserting interpolations - 3 types (i) silence (ii) flourish (iii) punctuation. These elements 

may occur only once, recur exactly, and also develop the flow by expansion and 

reduction of recurrences. These interpolations function as devices that punctuate or 

close the development of a segment. 

Section A link B link 
(varied 

recurrence)

A varied 
repeat  + coda

Duration 0’00” - 1’30” 1’30”- 1’45” 1’45” - 3’00” 3’00” - 3’15” 3’00” - 4’55”

Bar numbers 1 - 62
62 bars

63 - 74
11 bars

75 - 123
48 bars

124 - 135
11 bars

136 - 201
65 bars

Phrase 
structure 

(number of 
spans)

4 1 3 1 4 + 1 (coda)

Material drawn 
from

Elaborated 
material drawn 
from opening 
section Kolam 
for sax quartet 

2012

link material
from Kolam 

for sax 
quartet 2012

New material. 
Faster moving 

version of 
material from 

movt.II

transposed 
version of  

previous link 
material

Repeat of 
elaborated 

material drawn 
from opening 
section Kolam 
for sax quartet 

2012
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Ex.1.04. Movement III - Section A - expanding motives by extension at the end  

In considering reasons for choosing these rhythmic processes of repetition, extension, 

reduction and interpolation, it has become apparent that I may be interweaving my training 

and experience in both Western Classical and Carnatic traditions in a sometimes 

conscious and sometimes intuitive fashion. There is much 20th century Western Classical 

music that utilises changing units of space and relative proportions, processes of gradual 

increase and decrease, and interpolations of new modules. I can locate these processes 

in influential notated compositions that I have studied over the years - particularly 

Stravinsky’s Glorification of the Chosen One from The Rite of Spring,  Steve Reich’s 50

Music for Mallet Instruments, Voices and Organ,  and Olivier Messiaen’s solo piano work 51

Canteyodjaya.  Each of these composers utilises these same processes in individual 52

ways - Stravinsky’s frequent changing of time signature and abrupt juxtapositions create a 

raw excitement, Reich’s incremental use of expansion and reduction a hypnotic calm, and 

 Igor Stravinsky,The Rite of Spring (London, England: Boosey and Hawkes,1947).50

 Steve Reich; Music for Mallet Instruments, Voices and Organ, (London, England: Boosey and Hawkes, 51

1973).

 Olivier Messiaen, Canteyodjaya, (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition,1949).52
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Messiaen’s use of ritualistic recurrences within a kaleidoscopic sonic universe create an 

effective hybrid synthesis.  

I can also locate these same processes in the Carnatic music tradition, and particularly in 

the art form of konnakol. The concept of laghu, fundamental to the creation and articulation 

of tala (rhythmic cycle) is a variable unit of space that can be subdivided in different ways - 

traditionally in 3, 4, 5, 7, or 9. This concept is counterbalanced by the constancy of the 

concept of anudrutam (down beat - expressed as a clap), and drutam (2 subsidiary beats - 

expressed as a clap and a wave). Tala cycles (the Carnatic equivalent of metre) are 

constructed by the balancing of these two concepts - the consistent use of anudrutam/

drutam with the changing space of laghu. The concept of variable unit of space is 

embedded into the creation of any rhythmic pattern or stream in konnakol.   53

Extension and reduction structures also exist in konnakol. Lisa Young, in her Masters 

thesis, describes the cross rhythmic cadence forms of korvai, koirappu and jati. These 

cadence types are “structured to create dynamic cross rhythms against the tala”.  54

The following example of a korvai (in traditional Carnatic rhythmic notation) shows the 

extension process occurring at the middle of the phrase. 

Ex. 1.05. Example of a Korvai pattern (extension in red) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1                2                  3                4 

Tha   dhi    thaka dinna  tha    -      ga 

1                2                  3                4                  5 

Tha   dhi    thaka dinna  dhi  thakadinna  tha    -    ga 

1                2                  3                4                  5               6 

Tha  dhi     thaka dinna  dhi  thakadinna thakadinna tha  -   ga 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Subramaniam and Subramaniam,1995, Ch.4.53

 Young, 1998, 27.54
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In this example a 4 beat pattern is extended in the middle by repeating a rhythmic cell, 

adding an extra 1.5 beats (line 2). In the third line this insertion is used again and 

extended, increasing the length of the original first line by 2.5 beats. When recited in 

sequence, line 1 is clearly within a metric group, whereas lines 2 and 3 are cross-rhythmic, 

owing to the addition of irregular units. 

In composing rhythmic structures for Kolam for piano solo, key patterns were created 

through the use of konnakol before being transcribed and expanded though choices of 

pitch. An early sketch shows the process as being -  

• reciting in konnakol, discanting on familiar patterns 

• annotating possible metric grouping, identifying extension/reduction processes 

• transcription of subdivisions (western notation), considering metre, adding pitch. 

The following examples show how the resulting pattern of bars 28 - 31 was arrived at. This 

pattern occurs a number of times in both A sections, with various increasing extensions 

each time. 
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Fig. 1.11. Early sketch showing konnakol patterns and notated interpretation (composer’s 

sketchbook). 

 

 

 

Ex. 1.06. Movement III - pitch and rhythm pattern derived from Fig. 1.11 

initial konnakol 
pattern transcribed 

in mnemonics

parallel transcription 
in western rhythmic 

notation

selection of pitch
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What is clear from this approach is just how significant rhythmic process can be as a 

means of gestating creative ideas, and also how it influences the development of formal 

architecture (small to medium to large scale structure). Composing with rhythm grounds 

my creative impulses. One way of looking at this could be to say that this may be a legacy 

from learning konnakol with T.A.S. Mani. 

(iii) Movement III - Brief Overview of Pitch and Harmonic Structure 

The significant role that formal architecture and rhythmic process has played in the 

creation of Movement III has already been noted. It has been revealing to observe that 

throughout the composing process, choices of pitch and harmonic structure have been 

filtered through the medium of form and rhythm. Whilst a very conscious planning has 

been undertaken in the development of architecture and rhythmic structure, pitch and 

harmonic choices, whilst consistent, have been approached in an intuitive manner, largely 

through working directly at the piano. The general approach was to create rhythmic pattern 

first and then develop pitch and harmonic structure around it. 

Particular pitch sets have been used - the first and second spans (bars 1 - 27) are based 

around the following 7 note group - 

Whilst this set was not initially conceived as a scale with a tonal centre, the rhythmic 

patterns articulating it essentially determined the way the set could be heard. This was 

largely due to the predominance of rhythmic repetition and varied recurrence present. So, 

the oscillating minor 3rd that begins this movement could be heard as the top two notes of 

a C major triad, and the pitch set as a whole as a potential dominant 7th harmony with 

modal extensions (flat 2, flat 6), suggesting a potential key centre of F minor.  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The way this set has been deployed in the first and second span has been to emphasise 

its modal nature. Whilst there is no specific drone, there is an extended 27 bar iteration of 

the modality, which creates a shimmering haze, somewhat akin to the complex drone of 

the tanpura that accompanies much Carnatic music performance. The gradual accretion of 

colouristic tones (Db, Ab, Eb) around the ‘dominant 7th’ harmony, and the frequent 

ascending melodic shapes at the outset, also bear some resemblance to melodic process 

in Carnatic music.    55

Whilst I have heard much Classical Indian instrumental music over the years, I have not 

formally studied raga (scale) forms, and my knowledge of them is not very developed. 

Further research into the Carnatic system of Melakarta (parent scales) has shown that 

each of the various pitch sets used in the third movement have an exact parallel in the 

Carnatic system.  This is not something I discovered until after the writing of Kolam for 56

piano solo was completed. 

Scales used in the third movement can be reduced to two types - the harmonic minor, 

rotated to start on dominant (Carnatic equivalent Melakarta 14 Vakulabharanam) which 

predominates in Section A, and the natural minor #6 (Carnatic equivalent Melakarta 22 

Kharaharapriya) which is present in the link passages and the B section (refer to Fig. 

1.12). 

Whilst this discovery is significant, it is clear that the use and progression of these scales 

clearly identifies there is a need and interest for harmonic progression in the music of 

Kolam for piano solo, evident through the use of transposition and shifting tonal centres in 

the way these scale forms are used. This, I believe, is largely due to the heritage of the 

Western Classical tradition in my training, and also to do with the nature of piano writing in 

general - an instrument that specialises in the way tones sound together, and how those 

tones progress over time. Of particular note is that the first pitch set has two possible 

interpretations structurally. In the first and second span (bars 1-27) the potential dominant 

7th harmony is articulated clearly. In later spans (bars 28 onwards) this set is rotated to 

become a new F harmonic minor form, identifying a tonal shift. 

By contrast, it is highly uncharacteristic for tonal centres (drones) to change in Carnatic 

music - a whole evening’s performance can be centred around one particular tonal centre. 

Various raga forms may be deployed, but the drone remains the same. 

 Subramaniam, Euphony. Ch.3 melodic concept55

 Subramaniam, Euphony, p.4356
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The harmonic outline of the third movement essentially coincides with the change in scale 

form, and can be observed through a conventional Western prism of functional harmony 

using scale degrees, with tonal shifts illustrated in the following table - 

Fig. 1.12. Movement III - Comparative table of pitch sets and scale forms 

Movement III, then, is structured around several shifting tonal poles, each of which change 

at structural points in the formal design, creating a clearly balancing influence to the 

continually varying rhythmic flow of the movement.   

A section link B section link 
(varied 

recurrence)

A repeat + 
Coda

Duration 0’00” - 1’30” 1’30”- 1’45” 1’45” - 3’00” 3’00” - 3’15” 3’00” - 4’55”

Bar 
numbers

1 - 62
62 bars

63 - 74
11 bars

75 - 123
48 bars

124 - 135
11 bars

136 - 201
65 bars

Pitch set C Db E F G Ab 
Bb

Bb C Db Eb F G 
Ab

Eb F Gb Ab Bb C 
Db

Eb F Gb Ab Bb C 
Db

C Db E F G Ab Bb

Carnatic 
equivalent

Melakarta 14
Vakulabharanam

Melakarta 22
Kharaharapriya

Melakarta 22
Kharaharapriya

Melakarta 22
Kharaharapriya

Melakarta 14
Vakulabharanam

Western 
scale 

equivalent

F harmonic 
minor, starting 

on V

Bb natural 
minor#6

Eb natural 
minor#6 with 

chromatic 
alterations

Eb natural 
minor#6

F harmonic 
minor, starting 
on V. Final V - i 
cadence in F 

minor

Harmonic 
outline
(scale 

degree)

F minor
(V - i)

Bb minor
(iv)

Eb minor (vii) 
alternating with

Bbmaj (IV)
with chromatic 

alterations

Eb minor
(vii)

F minor
(V - i) 
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(iv) Conclusion 

The interconnection of small to medium to large scale form, inspired by geometric kolam 

design, is present through formal architecture and rhythmic process in this work. A key 

purpose of the third movement in this cycle is to present in small scale form, processes 

that are developed over longer spans of time in other movements. In a sense, this analysis 

of Movement III is intended to be an exposition in miniature form of some key processes 

used throughout the whole cycle. Further investigation into the development of music 

language in the Kolam series will be discussed in the next chapter, which focusses on 

aspects of the second movement of the piano cycle, and also an orchestral work 

composed in the following year.  

There is both a conscious and an intuitive intertwining of Western Classical with Carnatic 

musical processes in the composition of Kolam for piano solo. This analysis has explored 

the concept of braiding put forward by some writers in regards to intercultural exploration. 

Of particular importance is that the creation of this work’s formal design via kolam, and the 

speaking of its rhythmic structure, with its many layers of meaning and memory via 

konnakol, have been at the centre throughout the process of creation.  
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Chapter 2 - Found in Translation 

Kolam for piano solo - II  / Kolam for Orchestra  

This chapter continues the discussion around aspects of compositional language and ap-

proach in Kolam for piano solo, and also investigates their development through the com-

position of Kolam for Orchestra, written the following year. A specific focus during this time 

was to further explore the creative potential of rhythmic pattern and process, formal design 

and interconnection between compositions particular to works in the Kolam series. Aspects 

of these are explored through analyses of selected excerpts from Movement II of Kolam 

for piano solo and also from Kolam for Orchestra. The chapter also outlines some issues 
encountered during the creation of both works, exploring these alongside recent thinking 
on artistic research, identifying further creative stimulus for development of future works in 
this folio.

Prelude

The experience of composing Kolam for piano solo in 2014, discussed in the previous 

chapter, suggested possible directions for further creative exploration. One interest was to 

establish a body of compositions, sonically reflecting the pattern and design interconnec-

tions present in the visual art form. Another interest was in integrating Carnatic rhythmic 

structures into larger scale contexts -  a search for a large scale mandala form.  

It is useful to consider this development in the light of Henk Borgdorff’s recent thinking on 

artistic research - 

“It is an inherent quality of research that ‘one does not know what one 
does not know’. Consequently guiding intuitions and chance inspirations 
are just as important for the motivation and dynamism of research as 
methodological prescriptions and discursive justifications.”  57

Certainly it did appear that in some way ‘guiding intuitions and chance inspirations’ may 

have been present during the period of early 2015, considering how next to progress the 

Kolam project.  

 Henk Borgdorff, The Conflict of the Faculties (Leiden University Press 2012).16257
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In planning the next work in the series, Kolam for Orchestra, I returned to aspects of pat-

terning and formal design previously explored in Movements II and III of Kolam for piano 

solo, considering the following observations - 

• How could one Kolam composition ‘seed’ another? 

• What potential was there for utilising aspects of Carnatic rhythmic pattern and process to 

develop larger scale forms, and for a larger ensemble? 

These questions came about due to a range of factors - one being the result of an invita-

tion to compose an orchestral work for the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, another being 

the possibility of future performances of such a new composition by the Arcko Symphonic 

Ensemble. This occurred in 2014 during the writing of the piano cycle, thus planting ideas 

for a future work. However it could be also true to say that the process of creating the five 

movement piano cycle in and of itself led to a desire to explore further, and work on a larg-

er canvas in a more sustained way. The composition of Movement II, as will be shown, 

particularly challenged and progressed my thinking around how to develop a music lan-

guage inspired by kolam. Questions do arise from the creative process suggesting poten-

tial experimentation in future. As Sarah Rubidge mentions - 

“As a rule artistic research is not hypothesis led but discovery led”.  58

It is useful to consider why the desire to create a more expansive, continuous work 

emerged. In looking at the overall structure of the five movements of Kolam for piano solo, 

the form could be described as a segmented mandala form, where the overall flow of the 

music is broken into shorter movements of varying durations, each with a particular func-

tion. Pauses of varying lengths also delineate movements. 

 Sarah Rubidge, ‘Artists in the Academy: Reflections on Artistic Practice as Research’  58

<http://ausdance.org.au/ articles/details/artists-in-the-academy-reflections-on-artistic-practice-as-research>.   
In Henk Borgdorff The Conflict of the Faculties (Leiden University Press 2012).164
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Fig. 2.01. Kolam for piano solo - segmented formal design 

In the original structural plan these functions were represented in a quasi-symmetrical for-

mal design comprised of distinct, separated segments -  

Fig. 2.02. Kolam for piano solo - structural plan (composer’s sketchbook) 

Kolam for piano solo 2014 Function of movement Pause at end of movement Duration (mins : secs)

Movement I Ritual Opening short pause 2:30

Movement II Expanding Labyrinth very short pause 6:00

Movement III Summation long pause 5:30

Movement IV Dissolving Labyrinth no pause 6:00

Movement V Ritual Closing short pause 2:30
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Whilst the multi-movement form of the piano cycle was successful in establishing clarity of 

overall design through discrete movements, the desire to address a larger and more con-

tinuous sonic canvas was evident. Just as a traditional kolam is made from discrete units 

of dot, pattern and an illusory continuous line of individual particles, the totality of this de-

sign is perceived as a complete entity in its own right. This realisation formed an impetus 

for the planned orchestral work. 

(i) In search of kolam language 

A list was made of common techniques that appeared to be characteristic of music in prior 

Kolam works (percussion quintet 2007, saxophone quartet 2012). I considered these 

alongside what I had discovered in analysing Movement III of the piano cycle. A common 

trait that each of these works shared was the direct connection of being created through 

konnakol early on in the creative process. The speaking of their respective rhythmic struc-

tures hence became influential in establishing the surface sound of the music. 

Fig. 2.03. Common music language features in prior Kolam works 

Texture Rhythm Form Pitch structure/
Harmony

• fast, quicksilver flow • cyclic form (tala) • clear distinction be-
tween sections. formal 
breaks

• modal structures with 
chromatic alterations

• interlocking patterns • frequently changing 
metre, pulse unit and 
tempi

• recurrence of patterns/
phrases/sections (in-
cluding varied repeti-
tions)

• intervallic consistency 
through rhythmic re-
currence

• multi layered textural 
panels

• units of 3:4:5, ex-
pressed sequentially 
and also in variable 
combinations

• interpolation of new 
patterns/phrases/sec-
tions

• use of tonal poles to 
ground harmonic cen-
tre and allow for pro-
gression.

• cross rhythmic pat-
terns Carnatic pro-
cesses -  jati, muk-
thaya. 

• transformation of ma-
terial through tempi 
relationships (exact 
and inexact)

• extension and reduc-
tion by units. Often at 
the beginning and 
ends of phrases
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Whilst Fig. 2.03 presents only an indicative summary, it occurred to me that what I was in-

terested in exploring further had to do with developing architecture. A transformation of 

surface pattern into structural expansiveness. So I began considering the potential of 

structural transformation of some Carnatic rhythmic devices as stimuli.  

(ii) Use of mridanga jati as a structural device. 

An initial approach at such a transformation occurs in Movement II of Kolam for piano solo. 

As mentioned earlier, this movement was based on the expanding part of the mridanga 

jati, using it as a durational map where each syllable was defined by a distinctive motivic 

cell lasting between 25 to 30 seconds. 

Ex. 2.01. Carnatic rhythmic process - mridanga jati (first half in red) 

What initially appealed about this famous Carnatic rhythmic device was its clarity of form, 

opening outwards by systematic addition of contrasting units. This suggested a possible 

progression of modular segments, further developing an approach outlined in the previous 

chapter. I also wanted to explore a more ritualistic, slowly-moving sound world, to counter-

balance the high speed and quicksilver nature of the subsequent third movement.  

So, returning to the piano, I experimented with gestures and contained motivic shapes. In 

creating five distinctive motivic cells (A to E) mirroring the form, I also experimented with 

varying combinations of these cells looking for an effective sequence, finally deciding on 

the following format - 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Ex. 2.02. Movement II - structural template derived from the mridanga jati 

As much as I wanted to replicate the original form of the mridanga jati in the structure of 

the corresponding music, creative decisions were made later on that meant that the 

arrangement of the original syllables and their consequent musical cells did not exactly 

match. This occurred particularly to avoid too many restatements of Cell A (TOM in the 

original jati), as the intended musical feature here had the effect of closing off the flow of 

the music, rather than progressing it. Still, the nature of systematically using contrasting 

units in an additive sequence of 1 to 5 was essentially observed, even if not strictly, keep-

ing to the spirit of the original and also facilitating creation of the ritualistic, slowly-moving 

sound world intended for this movement. 

Regarding the distinctiveness of each musical cell, consideration was given to the follow-

ing characteristics - 

• Quality 

• Texture 

• Tempo 

• Metre 

• Rhythmic unit 

• Pitch content 

• Dynamics 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Ex. 2.03. Motivic cells (excerpts) - Movement II, Kolam for piano solo 
                                                       

Cell Characteristics

A • Quality - fleeting, dramatic 

• Texture - fragmentary 

• Tempo - quaver = 116 

• Metre - mixed metres (1/8, 3/8, 4/8, 7/8) 

• Rhythmic units -  quaver, dotted rhythms 

• Pitch content - C Db Eb Enatural G A Bb 

• Dynamics - p - mf

B • Quality - suddenly still, slow, repeating 4 bar cycle 

• Texture - chordal 

• Tempo - quaver = 58 

• Metre - mixed metres (7/8, 8/8, 6/8) 

• Rhythmic units - dotted crotchet, minim 

• Pitch content - Bb C Db Eb F Gb A 

• Dynamics - pp - p

C • Quality - Pair of related motives - 1st part distant, 

like an echo. 2nd part more active 

• Texture - chordal, polyphonic movement 

• Tempo - quaver = 116 

• Metre - mixed metres (15/16,10/16) 

• Rhythmic units -  quintuplet semiquaver, quaver, 

dotted quaver 

• Pitch content - C Db E F G Ab Bb 

• Dynamics - Sudden changes between mp and mf.

D • Quality - suddenly still, bell-like, repeating 2 bar 

cycle 

• Texture - chordal, interlocking parts 

• Tempo - quaver = 58 

• Metre - 11/16 (grouped as 6+5 consistently) 

• Rhythmic units - quaver, dotted quaver 

• Pitch content - Eb F Gb Ab Bb C Db 

• Dynamics - p

E • Quality - suddenly faster, dramatic 

• Texture - fragmentary, rhythmically propulsive 

• Tempo - quaver = 116 

• Metre - mixed metres (7/8, 2/8, 3/8) 

• Rhythmic units - demisemi quaver, dotted 

rhythms, quintuplet demisemi quaver 

• Pitch content - C Db Eb Enatural  F G A Bb 

• Dynamics - f - ff
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Whilst it is important to note that each motivic cell is largely used in a self-contained way, 
with clearly audible distinctions between them, as the music progresses there is a sense of 
gradual momentum building through accretion of ideas and through interconnection of 
some material. In this respect Cells A, C and E share similar tempi, qualities and most 
pitch material (with some chromatic alterations) and are used to increase overall momen-
tum, with Cell E in particular being a more developed, rhythmically propulsive version of 
Cell A. Cells B and D similarly share contrasting quality, dynamics and tempi to the others. 
Between them the same pitch set is used (with one chromatic alteration), rotated to start at 
a different point. Both Cells B and D also function as hypnotic points of quiet suspension 
and stillness. An overall formal map, resembling the first half of the mridanga jati, shows 
these relationships as follows -

Fig. 2.04. Movement II - formal map inspired by the mridanga jati.59

 Durations in this table are drawn from the later, shortened version of this movement (see Ch.1 footnote 39, 59

p.30).

Time 0:00 - 0:28

Motivic Cell A

Duration (seconds) 28

Time 0:29 - 0:52 0:53 -1:15

Motivic Cell B B

Duration (seconds) 23 23

Time 1:16 - 1:42 1:43 - 2:03 2:04 - 2:29

Motivic Cell C A C

Duration (seconds) 24 20 25

Time 2:30 - 2:58 2:59 - 3:24 3:25 - 3:54

Motivic Cell D B B D

Duration (seconds) 28 25 This recurrence 
not used 29

Time 3:55 - 4:18 4:19 - 4:40 4:41 - 5:05 5:06 - 5:27 5:28 - 6:00

Motivic Cell E C A C E

Duration (seconds) 23 21 24 21 32
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Of note here is the use of recurrence of motivic cells as a means of continually varying ex-
isting material. In this movement recurrences were used as an opportunity to rearrange 
aspects of the original material to keep interest, and as such function as variations. Not all 
recurrences planned in the original map actually eventuated in the music - a planned re-
currence of a second B motivic cell (at around 3:24) was edited out as it was deemed an 
unnecessary repetition. Durations of each recurrence also vary - for example Cell A, initial-
ly 28 seconds long, recurs again reordered and shortened to 20 seconds, then later is em-
bellished with more rhythmic figuration at 24 seconds long. This inexactness and range of  
variation accentuates a hand made quality, in keeping with the tradition of kolam. Each 
moment is not reproduced exactly, but rather is particular and bespoke.

The overarching effect of this experiment using mridanga jati as a structural template cre-

ated a longer-range form with unpredictably varied recurrences of material, somewhat akin 

to being lost in a labyrinth, seeking a way out. Whilst the use of jati in this way may appear 

to be uncharacteristic in a Carnatic context, this approach seemed to connect appropriate-

ly to the structural logic of the overall cycle, where Movement II was intended to dramati-

cally progress the musical argument, and also generally reflect the labyrinthine nature of 

kolam. 

Interestingly too, during the composition of this movement, connections to works belonging 

to the Western contemporary classical repertoire emerged. The jangly, interrupted flow of 

Movement II is somewhat reminiscent of Messiaen’s Canteyodjaya (1949), itself an exper-

imental work using Carnatic rhythms through a prism of abstraction.  Also, closer to 60

home, works by Australian composer Ross Edwards seem to resonate with this movement 

- the cellular nature of pieces such as Kumari (1980) and Yarrageh - Nocturne for solo 

percussion and orchestra (1989) feel similar in their use of subtly varied periodic and ape-

riodic recurrences.   In fact the recurrent opening gesture in Movement II (Cell A) uninten61 -

tionally bears a close family resemblance to the similar piano opening of Edwards 

Yarrageh 

 Olivier Messiaen, Canteyodjaya, (Vienna, Austria: Universal Edition,1949).60

 Ross Edwards, Yarrageh: nocturne for solo percussion and orchestra. (Sydney Australia: Australian Music 61

Centre,1989).
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Ex. 2.04. Similarity of opening gestures - Kolam for piano solo and Edwards Yarrageh  

    Kolam for piano solo - Movement II                                    Yarrageh (Edwards 1989) 

Likewise too, the overall structure of Kolam for piano solo eerily resembles that of Ed-

wards’ Laikan from 1979, with the same number of movements, in arch form, with a simi-

larly quasi-symmetrical nature 

Fig. 2.05. Structural similarity - Kolam for piano solo and Laikan (Edwards,1979) 

Whilst I have heard these pieces numerous times, and, in the case of Messiaen’s Cantey-

odjaya and Edward’s Yarrageh, studied these scores closely quite some years ago, neither 

of these works were considered as direct models for Movement II at the time of its compo-

sition. 

It is pertinent to consider at this point how the approach to use of recurrence imbues 

movements in the Kolam piano cycle. Considering what has been so far uncovered in 

Kolam for piano 
solo 2014

Function of movement Form Laikan (1979) - Ross 
Edwards

Function of movement

Movement I Ritual Opening A Quaver = 116 Solo piano prelude

Movement II Expanding Labyrinth 
(slow/medium tempi)

B Crotchet = 52 Duo/trio slow movement

Movement III Summation (fast tempi) C Oay lalay e (Ohe 
Anis!)

Ensemble fast movement

Movement IV Dissolving Labyrinth 
(reprise)

B Crotchet = 52 Duo/trio slow movement 
(reprise)

Movement V Ritual Closing (reprise) A Quaver = 116 Piano/flute postlude 
(reprise)
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Movements II and III it could be appropriate to say that recurrence is used as a small and 

large scale device, in the following ways - 

• as a means of gradually building flow through extension and variation of the same seg-

ment. 

• as a means of developing flow through recurrent use of contrasting segments 

• as a means of creating cohesion through long-range use of similar and contrasting seg-

ments. 

• clearly delineated breaks, and use of pauses, between recurring and contrasting seg-

ments create a type of stylised ‘broken’ narrative, emphasising a sharply defined quality 

akin to a ritualistic character.  

(iii) Kolam for Orchestra 2015 - Interconnections between kolam 

Interconnections exist between Kolam for Orchestra and Movement II of the piano cycle 

composed in the year preceding it. These interconnections could be identified as - 

• arrangements/elaborations of existing piano material into orchestral textures  

• reordering of existing segments and also including interpolations of new contrasting ma-

terial, thus creating new yet potentially familiar larger scale sections.  

• further use of Carnatic rhythmic processes. The orchestral work continues the explo-

ration of jati and also references use of the cross-rhythmic cadential mukthaya, and the 

miniaturising process of korvai. 

Key gestures from Movement II of the piano cycle were chosen as deliberate markers for 

the orchestral work that would hopefully be recognisable to listeners. I was interested to 

find out how these motives would interact in an orchestral setting, and whether the cross 

referencing of material would be effective in creating a cohesive body of work.  

Example 2.05 shows two such transformations. The spiky, fragmentary quality of piano 

motivic cell A subsequently became more delicate and sustained in its strings and harp 
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version, with the piano resonance being transformed into a more present, sonorous bed. 

The distant, static quality of piano motivic cell C was re-scored for muted brass into a new 

metre (5/8 rather than 15/16) with crescendi and diminuendi creating a more dynamic 

wave-like shape.  

Ex. 2.05. Motives from Kolam for piano solo orchestrated in Kolam for Orchestra 

Orchestrating these piano gestures also created opportunity for elaboration through the 

addition of more textural elements - refer to Example 2.06 where motivic cell C is trans-

formed into muted brass with new figuration for winds, and motivic cell A embroidered with 

a distinctive solo flute line. 

Kolam for piano solo  (2014)  
Movement II - Motivic cell A

bars 1-3

Kolam for Orchestra (2015)
Motivic cell A orchestrated (harp and strings)

bars 16-20

Kolam for piano solo  (2014) 
Movement II - Motivic cell C

bars 21-22

Kolam for Orchestra (2015) 
Motivic cell C orchestrated (muted brass)

bars 206-211
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Ex. 2.06. Orchestrations of piano material with new textural ideas 

This approach to generating new material from existing seeds also influenced the structur-

al planning of the orchestral work.  

Kolam for Orchestra (2015)  
Motivic cell C orchestrated (muted brass with new wind figuration)  

 bars 206 - 211

Kolam for Orchestra (2015)  
Motivic cell A orchestrated, (embroidered with new flute part)

bars 169 - 172 
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The opening sequence of Kolam for Orchestra both rearranges the sequence of existing 

piano motivic cells and also introduces and interpolates new material, gradually revealing 

its connections to Movement II of the piano cycle.  

Fig. 2.06. Comparison of opening sections of piano solo and orchestral Kolam

The opening piano motivic cell A is delayed in the orchestral work, prefaced by a distinctive 

pizzicato introduction, before occurring in its harp and strings transformation. This new in-

troduction is based on the additive aspects of the mridanga jati pattern, closely followed by 

its symmetrically subtracting companion, reflecting the dot grid of kolam making. 

Ex. 2.07(a). Kolam for Orchestra - introduction (expanding) 

Ex. 2.07(b). Kolam for Orchestra - introduction (contracting)  

Time
(min/sec)

Kolam for piano solo 2014 
Movement II - Opening

Time
(min/sec)

Kolam for Orchestra 2015 - 
Opening

0:00 - 0:28 A 0:00 - 0:36 Introduction - string pizzicato figure

0:29 - 1:15 B (+ repetition) 0:36 - 1:10 A (harp and strings orchestration)

1:16 - 1:42 C 1:10 - 1:49 New material (Contrast - cor anglais 
solo)

1:43 - 2:03 A (recurrence/variant) 1:49 - 2:10 A (recurrence/variant)

2:04-2:29 C (recurrence/variant) 2:10 - 2:25 Introduction (recurrence/variant)
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Motivic cell B from the piano version is not used at this point in the orchestral work, rather 

a new melody for solo cor anglais emerges. This melody is more sustained and sympa-

thetic in mood, merging naturally with the harp and strings version of motivic cell A, rather 

than standing apart in dramatically delineated contrast as cell B does to cell A in the piano 

cycle. The jangly, interruptive nature of the piano version here has been smoothed to cre-

ate the illusion of a longer, more continuous span of music. 

Ex. 2.08. Cor anglais melody - a new extension 

(iv) Kolam for Orchestra 2015 - Form and Design 

Whilst there are clear connections to aspects of the opening of the second movement of 

the piano cycle, the overall design of Kolam for Orchestra is quite different. Instead of pro-

gressing in a series of distinct segments, the orchestral work gradually unfolds in one con-

tinuous span, comprised of three stages over a duration of nearly 17 minutes. Each stage 

presents recurrences and transformations of the original material, aiming for greater cohe-

sion overall. Greater focus, too, has been given to a more continuous and cohesive musi-

cal flow, where contrasts between stages are not so strongly delineated and a more grad-

ual build and eventual release of energy and intensity is realised. 

Stage 1 - Exposition - (0:00 - 7:55) 

The first stage of the orchestral work presents the overall main material as a slowly unfold-

ing progression of events occupying nearly half of the works total time span. The progres-

sion opens with references to Motivic cell A  and the new melody for cor anglais discussed 

previously, followed by a chorale for muted brass and percussion. A pair of contrasting 

sections then occur - the first for trumpet solo accompanied by solo string quintet, then an-

swered by winds, vibraphone and pizzicato bass at an increased tempo.   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A distinctive feature of this answering section is the way in which it references a particular 

Carnatic rhythmic device. A signal pattern occurring in groups of three, resembling the ca-

dential mukthaya, features at bars 111-113 in oboe and for anglais, closing off this short 

section. 

Ex. 2.09 Carnatic mukthaya arranged as a signal pattern (bars 111-113) 

Also built into this section is use of sudden tempo modulation characteristic of Carnatic 

rhythmic process - triplet semiquavers at bar 105 becoming semiquavers at bar 106. 

This pair of sections then recur in the same way, further establishing two distinct musical 

plateaux, again featuring another cadential mukthaya in the wind section (bars 125-127) 

before heading into the first climactic peak for full strings timpani and brass (unmuted). 

This climax also draws on features of mukthaya in its dramatic iteration of the same idea 

three times in a more expansive context. The use of this traditional Carnatic device at this 

point is uncharacteristic - rather than formally closing off a section by means of cadence, 

here the dramatic mukthaya erupts in its own right as the focus of this extended passage. 

Ex. 2.10 Carnatic mukthaya expanded into orchestral climax (bars 128-135) 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This passage is then followed by a recurrence of the cor anglais melody and a closing sec-

tion based on recurrences of motivic cell A, embroidered with new wind figurations. 

In referring to this first stage as an exposition, it is not my intention to invoke classical 

Sonata form - rather to identify a sequence of key material which is transformed through 

the subsequent stages of the orchestral work. Also of note are the varied ways that tradi-

tional Carnatic processes of jati and mukthaya are embedded and disguised in this initial 

stage. 

Stage 2 - Development/Recurrence - (7:55 - 13;40) 

This stage begins with a new solo cello melody and rustling string accompaniment derived 

from Movement III of the piano cycle, again a transformation of material across different 

musical versions of kolam. 

Ex. 2.11(a). Rustling passage - Kolam for piano solo, Movement III 

Ex. 2.11(b). Same passage orchestrated for strings, Kolam for Orchestra 
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Followed by a contrasting passage for winds and muted brass derived from motivic cell C, 

this rustling texture briefly reappears before a transformed recurrence of the pair of sec-

tions just discussed in Stage 1. The table below provides an overview. 

Fig. 2.07. Kolam for Orchestra - comparison of bars 70-127 with recurrence at 245-293 

Whilst there are differences between reiterations of material, the essential sequence of 

these passages is maintained. Stage 1 alternates tempi between crotchet at 108 and 54, 

with metric modulation to crotchet at 8 resembling the Carnatic process of ‘first speed, 

second speed, third speed’ quoted earlier in the previous chapter. Stage 2 recurrences are 

all at the same tempo (crotchet at 108), the better to keep and build intensity. Of note - a 

process of miniaturising material already exposed has been initiated here. This process 

also becomes important in the final dissolution stage of the work.  

Time
(min/sec)

Kolam for Orchestra 2015 -
Stage 1 - Exposition 

Bars 70-127

Time
(min/sec)

Kolam for Orchestra 2015 - 
Stage 2 - Recurrence (double speed)

Bars 245-293

2:27 - 3:15
48 sec

Muted brass chorale/percussion 
Minim = 54 (Crotchet = 108)
Mixed metre - 3/4, 4/4

9:20 - 9:41
21 sec

Brass chorale (unmuted), winds 
percussion. Crotchet = 108
Mixed metre - 5/4, 7/8

3:16 - 4:22
1 min 6 sec

Trumpet solo, solo strings and 
harp. Crotchet = 54
Metre - 7/8, 9/8 recurring cycle

9:42 - 10:15
33 sec

Horn solo, pizz. strings and bassoons. 
Mode form transposed. Crotchet = 108
Metre - 7/8, 9/8 recurring cycle

4:23 - 4:44
21 sec

Winds/vibraphone/pizz.bass. 
Metric modulation - Crotchet = 81
Metre - 4/4
Carnatic mukthaya at end of pas-
sage

10:16 - 10:32
17 sec

Winds/vibraphone/pizz.strings. 
No metric modulation - Crotchet = 108
Metre - 4/4
Carnatic mukthaya at end of passage

4:44 - 5:21
35 sec

Trumpet solo, solo strings and 
harp. Crotchet = 54
Metre - 7/8, 9/8 recurring cycle

10:33 - 10:51
21 sec

Trumpet solo, full strings and harp. 
In original mode.Crotchet = 108
Metre - 7/8, 9/8 recurring cycle

5:22 - 5:35
13 sec

Winds/vibraphone/pizz.bass. 
Metric modulation - Crotchet = 81
Metre - 4/4
Carnatic mukthaya at end of pas-
sage

10:52 - 11:09
17 sec

Winds/vibraphone/arco strings. 
No metric modulation - Crotchet = 108
Metre - 4/4
Carnatic mukthaya at end of passage
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Stage 2 recurrences are called to an abrupt halt at the 11 minute mark by the interpolation 

of a new section built specifically around the use of the mridanga jati. Multiple layers of 

patterns that add and subtract in groups of 1-5  create the impression of a highly active 

and densely textured sonic maze connecting to the labyrinthine nature of kolam.  The in-

tent of this section is on one hand to delay the expected climax as originally presented in 

Stage 1 and also to build intensity to the final climactic passage. A brief summary - 

Ex. 2.12. Sonic maze - mridanga jati as subject, bars 294-298

Ex. 2.13. Sonic maze - mridanga jati in counterpoint, bars 308-312 
 

Ex. 2.14. Sonic maze - mridanga jati elaborated in triplets, bars 348-357 
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This sonic labyrinth finally erupts into a full orchestral tutti at bars 378-403 reiterating and 

embellishing the dramatic three-phrase mukthaya first heard at bars 128-159. 

Stage 3 - Dissolution - (13:40 - 16:25) 

The last few minutes of Kolam for Orchestra essentially dissolves original material from 

Stage 1 through miniaturisation and truncation. Again the essential original sequence of 

ideas is kept, except for the first climax which does not reappear. Recurrences of material 

are incomplete or shortened, and original segments are condensed - eg. the initial extend-

ed harp and solo strings passage from Stage 1 is miniaturised into a handful of bars. 

Ex. 2.15(a). Stage 1 Exposition, bars 92-95 
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Ex. 2.15(b). Same passage miniaturised, Stage 3 Dissolution, bars 438-442 

 

This interest in miniaturising and dissolving as a process of recurrence also stems from 

sources in parallel traditions. In Carnatic music the process of korvai transforms rhythmic 

streams through reiteration in increased tempi, rushing headlong to a final rhythmic ca-

dence.  The same patterns shrink to fit smaller dimensions. Likewise an Australian or62 -

chestral work - Stuart Greenbaum’s Symphony no.2 “Double Planet” - explores recur-

rences of the same material in different dimensions.  The agile, dazzlingly quick first 63

movement is transformed into an elegiac second movement four times the size.  

The short dissolution stage in Kolam for Orchestra whilst intended to be a blurring or 

smudging of familiar sequences, also functions as a conclusion to the whole work. As 

such, it serves an added purpose of gently closing the gradually evolving dynamic energy 

of the previous stages. Dissolution here is used as a means to resolve.  

 Subramaniam and Subramaniam,1995, Ch.562

 Stuart Greenbaum, Symphony no.2: Double Planet. (Sydney, Australia: Australian Music Centre, 2010)63
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(v) Conclusion 

Artistic researcher Henk Borgdorff makes an instructive observation worth considering in 

the light of these interconnected analyses of aspects Kolam for piano solo and Kolam for 

Orchestra -  

“ A distinctive characteristic of artistic research is that it articulates both our 
familiarity with the world and our distance from it.”  64
 

This chapter has been particularly concerned with articulating the further development of 

music language connected to kolam via these two compositions. The initial approach iden-

tified in Chapter 1 of creating from konnakol, searching for music of quicksilver rhythmic 

flow connecting to spoken rhythmic speech, has in this chapter now been transformed to 

address structural potential. A search for a greater expansiveness has emerged, particular-

ly in the orchestral work which aims to resemble a giant kolam, moving away, perhaps be-

coming more distant, from the original source context. This change, best symbolised by 

the transformation of the mridanga jati from spoken cross-rhythm to structural scaffolding, 

appears informed by processes outside the Carnatic music world, more closely connected 

to my learnings in the Western Classical contemporary tradition. A tension (or creative dis-
tancing) emerges here between the source context of a compositional stimulus (eg kolam/
konnakol) and its transformation through the compositional process.

It is instructive to note how music elements in these works (gesture, horizontal and vertical 

pitch structures, timbre, texture, etc.) are still filtered through the prism of pattern, pulse, 

speed, form and design. Connecting threads that allow ideas to cross classical traditions 

and source contexts. Another way to describe the working approach would be as moving 

between two very different rooms in the same house, with my history at the piano being a 

transforming medium where choices are at times conscious and deliberate, at others 

intuitive. 

Regarding future developments at this point in the research period I can observe the 

following - 

• a continued interest into approaches to recurrence and ritual action/ceremonial form as a 

creative stimulus. 

 Henk Borgdorff, The Conflict of the Faculties (Leiden University Press 2012).17164
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• an emergent interest in the creative potential of states of dissolution. Both Kolam for 

piano solo and Kolam for Orchestra contain initial explorations into this issue. In both 

works these dissolving moments are contained to the final stages of the composition 

functioning as short conclusions. What if the nature of dissolving could become a 

significant creative focus for a composition? 

It is telling to find at this point that underneath the conscious drive to construct a 

compositional language inspired by kolam, building on braided intercultural learnings, 

there is a developing appreciation that working with the ethos of mandala also means 

focussing on the reality of its eventual dissolution. 

Fig. 2.08. Giant Kolam of Ganapati, made by Umer (centre) and his friends. Adishakti, 
Pondicherry. Image - Tim Dargaville 2007
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Chapter 3 - The Art of Dissolving  

Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting for string quartet  

A fascination with memory, forgetting, forming and dissolving have been central in the 
composition of the string quartet “Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting”. 
This final chapter gives an overview of the work’s genesis and compositional journey, fur-
thering the discussion of ritual action as compositional stimulus as well as including the 
influence of spatial design and ceremonial aspect. In particular, attention has been given 
to the ways the notion of dissolution may be utilised. A particular source of inspiration in 
this area has been the idea and ethos of the dissolution ceremony - the ceremonial ritual 
that wipes away the great sand mandalas of Tibetan Buddhism.

In beginning this string quartet, there was certainly an interest in invoking the spirits of the 
Western Classical and contemporary canon, as well as looking further back to earlier 
forms of chamber music prevalent in the Baroque and Renaissance eras, fitting well with 
the group I intended to compose for, Ironwood chamber ensemble. As time passed, this 
interest became informed by explorations into mandala form and ethos, as a result of cre-
ating recent compositions, particularly the Kolam series discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. 

So it is not surprising that these fascinations should interweave with each other in the cre-
ative process. What was surprising, however, was the way that the composition of this 
string quartet has also allowed me the opportunity to reconcile a challenging personal ex-
perience much closer to home.

(i) Origins 

In 2009, I approached Ironwood about developing a collection of pieces exploring the ex-

pressive beauty of ephemera and states of decay. Titled The Book of Memory and Forget-

ting, the collection was originally intended to reference the intimate table-books of the 16th 
and 17th century consort music – compilations of solos, duets, airs, fantasies and dance 
pieces for a family of stringed instruments. Interspersed with these short pieces would be 
longer movements drawing on the quartet tradition from the 19th-21st centuries with its 
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great dramatic range and heightened personal expression. It was intended that these dis-
tinct sources would interweave with each other in unpredictable ways.

At the same time, my brother, sister and I were actively involved in caring for our mother, 

as she travelled through the strange landscape of dementia. Rosemary Dargaville 

(1934-2013) was feisty, loving and articulate. A formidable and endearing presence in the 

lives of many, she was noted for her lifetime commitment to social work and social justice 

issues. For Rosemary, language was a sophisticated tool for passionate expression of 

feelings and ideas. With the onset of dementia in the last decade of her life, Rosemary 

gradually lost both her physical mobility and her mastery of words. Perceptions of past and 

present became increasingly intermingled and her language took strange and often beauti-

ful forms, with sentences disappearing, or disparate thoughts connecting. In her last days, 

Rosemary’s need to make contact was expressed through wordless singing, and through 

interacting with ever-present recorded music. Music was the most important solace for her 

and music for strings was a particular favourite. 

Fig. 3.01 - Rosemary Dargaville with her son Tim. Image - Rosalie Hastwell 2009. 

Over time, these separate strands of my life gradually intertwined. Or unravelled, depend-

ing on how you look at it. Sketches kept being filed away on my work bench unfinished - 

waiting for the right time at some unknown point in the future. My mother’s condition pro-

gressed to where she needed support at home, then consultations with specialists and  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aged care assessment teams. Later, family meetings would deal with making the difficult 

and painful decision to move into a care facility. An overarching impression during this pe-

riod was watching Rosemary lose independence and the ability to move freely. Hearing 

her speak in jumbled fragments rather than intricate, extended paragraphs. The gradual 

dissolution of a much-loved person. Returning to breath. 

Rosemary passed away in January 2013. At this point, The Book of Memory and Forget-

ting project remained in fragments, incomplete. 

Having strong, supportive relationships with friends and loved ones in times of grief cre-

ates a connecting web that is very important. The ground you are used to standing on no 

longer feels secure. Having a continuing creative practice can also provide an inner focus 

that is intuitively healing. Literature on this particular topic, including recent studies by 

Thompson and Neimeyer,  and Hedtke and Winslade,  explores the effectiveness of 65 66

crafting of personalised responses to bereavement, rather than relying on a formulaic ap-

proach to coping with loss. 

At the time of Rosemary’s passing, I was working on an ongoing exploration into the Tamil 

mandala making practice common in South India, resulting in the creation of works that 

would form part of the Kolam series. Mandala forms are renowned for being containers for 

the making of meaning - one of the founders of modern psychiatry, C.G. Jung, writes that 

the mandala is - 

“an expression of the totality of the self….representing the wholeness of 
the psychic ground.”  67

Through the activities of ritual action and contemplation, the practice of mandala making in 

various contexts can provide a container that helps make sense of the insensible. Embod-

ied in the ethos of mandala is the symbolic acknowledgement of the reality of imperma-

nence. The dissolution of these designs over time reminds us that what may be carefully 

crafted will soon disappear, necessitating a future recreation. An integration of the forces 

 Barbara E. Thompson and Robert A. Neimeyer (eds.), Grief and the Expressive Arts: Practices for Creat65 -

ing Meaning (New York, Routledge, 2014).

 Lorraine Hedtke and John Winslade, The Crafting of Grief: Constructing Aesthetic Responses to Loss 66

(New York, Routledge, 2016).

 C.G. Jung, Memories, Dreams and Reflections (London: Fontana,1983), 367.67



!70

of creation and dissolution. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the making and dissolving of 

the great sand mandalas are ritualised in a range of ceremonial practices. Sacred designs 

depicting the Buddhist cosmos which have taken weeks to craft are then wiped away in a 

matter of minutes through the ritual of the dissolution ceremony. This particular ritual is a 

teaching tool, a formal reminder of the reality of impermanence.  68

Writing of impermanence, Buddhist monk Pema Chodron begins by saying - 

“People have no respect for impermanence. We take no delight in it; in 
fact we despair of it. We regard it as pain.”  69

She then continues by clarifying from a Buddhist perspective -  

“Impermanence is a principle of harmony. When we don’t struggle against 
it we are in harmony with reality.”   70

This thought resonated strongly as I stood on the shifting ground of grief. 

Whilst at work on the Kolam project during 2014/15, actively exploring ways of represent-

ing the construction and decay of these domestic mandalas in music, my thoughts would 

at times return to the incomplete sketches intended for The Book of Memory and Forget-

ting, looking for a way to complete the work. Family photos on my work bench, with my 

mother cheekily smiling, would loom large, prompting me to get to work and complete the 

set. So work was begun, rendering initial quartet sketches into drafts that would eventually 

become the first five movements of the collection. 

During this time, creative impetus was nurtured by an awareness of the Tibetan Buddhist 

dissolution ceremony, which I had come across as part of my research into kolam. I was 

particularly interested to explore aspects of this ritual spatially, perhaps intuitively sensing 

at this point that a dissolving of the ensemble may become an important creative idea. 

Richard Meale’s String Quartet no.1 (1974) provided some further stimulus in this area.  71

The differing nature of the music of the two movements is reflected in changes to the en-

 Barry Bryant, The Wheel of Time Sand Mandala: Visual Scripture of Tibetan Buddhism, (Ithaca, N.Y., 68

Snow Lion, 1992)

 Pema Chodron, When Things Fall Apart (Boston: Shambhala, 2002), 78.69

 Pema Chodron, ibid.70

 Richard Meale, String Quartet no.1 (Sydney N.S.W: Australian Music Centre,1983).71
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semble layout, where the traditional quartet format of the first movement is strongly con-

trasted in the second by players choosing isolated positions at great distances from each 

other - the transition suddenly occurring in the break between both movements, as if to 

surprise or shock the audience.  Whilst I found this idea appealing, a more gradual dis72 -

solving of the ensemble, from group to individual, was of interest, as was a gradually dissi-

pating contemplative atmosphere. Other experiments regarding potential group positions 

and individual player movements were also considered, as shown in an early ensemble 

layout sketch from 2015. 

Fig. 3.02 - Composers sketchbook - experiments in ensemble layout 

 Simon Oswell, founding member of the Petra String Quartet who originally performed Meale’s quartet, 72

provided insightful commentary about this aspect when he and I worked together during March 2018 record-
ing the Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting.



!72

Whilst the working title of this layout sketch - Vigil, suggesting a grief ritual - was in the end 

not used, an interest in dissolving the group spatially through individual player movement 

was clearly articulated as a potential concept at this point. 

The idea of a gradual dissolving of the ensemble also began to pervade my thinking about 

the actual music for the quartet - a consideration of how the experience of an audible dis-

solve might be achieved. Likewise a sense that the overall atmosphere of the work should 

be one of meditation - vigil-like. A strong impulse emerged to to gather the existing musical 

fragments into an expressive, coherent whole - seeking a formal design in which music 

could gradually, expressively disappear and also place the performers and audience in a 

space of contemplation. In retrospect I can now see that the exploration into mandala 

ethos, originally uncovered through the Kolam project, further enriched through exploring 

aspects of grief ritual and dissolution ceremony, had led me to a state of readiness to find 

a way forward. An understanding that the right time had now arrived. 

(ii) Creating the string quartet Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting 

In 2017 I returned to the incomplete sketches intended for the original Book of Memory 

and Forgetting project. Of the existing unfinished miniatures, five were selected, each dis-

tinct in character - a plaintive prelude, a pavane-like processional, a rhythmically unpre-

dictable dance, a relentless sonic labyrinth and a tender arioso. These opening move-

ments are brief, particular and self-contained, intending to resemble a collection of un-

common airs and fantasies described in the original concept.  A significant aspect that the 

five opening movements share is a strong group nature - designed to be performed in a 

standard quartet layout this music is multi-layered, presenting the ensemble rather than 

the individual, in the foreground. These movements also share aspects of incompleteness, 

with devices including - 

• abrupt changes in direction 

• obsessively recurring patterns 

• sudden juxtapositions of contrasting ideas   

• unexpected silences 

• unresolved endings 

Aspects of these approaches can be observed in the following examples - 
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• abrupt change in direction 

Ex. 3.01. Movement I, opening 

• obsessively recurring patterns 

Ex. 3.02. Movement II - repetitive accompaniment of 3 and 2 bar loops 

                       

                      

       

                 

• sudden juxtaposition of a contrasting idea   

Ex. 3.03. Movement III 

 

abrupt change of
texture/idea

sudden juxtaposition continuation…
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• unexpected silence 

Ex. 3.04. Movement IV 

• unresolved ending 

Ex.3.05. Movement V 

It occurred to me that these musical features mirrored aspects of my mother’s way of 

communicating in her last years. In realising this, a key decision was made to keep the in-

completeness of these five movements intact, and to further explore these characteristics 

in succeeding movements. This decision had some formal ramifications - essentially un-

ravelling ‘the book’ concept developed at the outset, into a series of loose leaves, a collec-

tion of ‘lost pages’.  

dramatic “tutti”silence

inconclusive fadeout
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Another key decision was to finish the collection through dissolving this existing music in 

subsequent movements, thus creating alternate versions of the initial pieces in various 

states of decay, absence and dissolution. To play with the notion of remembrance as both 

structural and aesthetic idea, with recurrences of movements being as fragmented memo-

ries of what once was. Markers of impermanence - a kind of musical forgetting. 

(iii) The Art of Dissolving

So much about the nature of dissolution and disappearance of material goes against the 

grain of the creative process that seeks to add more, do more, be more. Previous compo-

sitions in this folio, such as Movement IV of Kolam for piano solo, the final few minutes of 

Kolam for Orchestra, and the concluding sections of Between Breath and Word are each 

responses in their own way to this idea, emerging through the musical imperatives of the 

compositional process as it was occurring. In a sense these particular dissolutions were 

arrived at unplanned, as a consequence of the unfolding musical flow, rather than being 

determined as central to the compositional process.  In this string quartet, however, the 73

idea of the music and also the ensemble gradually dissolving was central at the outset - 

the intention being to enact, as it were, a musical dissolution ceremony.  

Form and Layout - the influence of gradual disappearances 

The first five movements are intended to be performed as a sequence in a standard quar-

tet layout, creating a familiar ensemble presence. 

Fig. 3.03. Quartet layout (seated) -  Movements I - V 

 Movement IV of Kolam for piano solo, in particular, was originally planned as a symmetrical reflection of 73

Movement II, and as such was intended to use the decreasing aspect of the mridanga jati as a structural 
template (see Chapter 1). However this structural reflection did not eventuate exactly as planned, partially 
because of creative friction between original structural intention and inner need felt at the time to keep the 
unfolding flow of the music going. As a result this movement only reflects back to Movement II towards its 
close.
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This sequence presents key musical material which the latter movements subsequently 

dissolve. At the end of Movement V, one of the violinists leaves the group, moving to a 

more remote position, still onstage, to play standing. A simple ritual gesture that signals 

both a fundamental change to the ensemble, and also that the music will begin again, 

though differently. Other players individually exit at later points, each reinforcing this ges-

ture as though the music at this point might reflect a ritual of leaving (Violin I - end of 

movement VI, Viola - end of Movement VIII). These successive actions establish an outer 

perimeter with greater distance between each player (the cellist remaining seated for the 

entire work).  74

Fig. 3.04. Quartet layout (more remote positions) - Movements VI - XI 

 

These gradual changes to spatial layout also influenced the design and arrangement of 

musical ideas in later movements - Violins 2 and 1 are isolated texturally (in Movements VI 

and VII respectively), and both interact as an antiphonal accompaniment in Movement VIII, 

where the Viola is featured as isolated protagonist. Cello is musically absent yet physically 

present in Movement IX, with the other more remote players threading a distant whispering 

texture that characterises the remainder of the work. The overall atmosphere of Move-

 This gradual unfolding could be perceived as an homage to Richard Meale’s String Quartet no.1, however 74

these exits are meant to felt as personal, successive and understated. In Meale’s work the change to en-
semble layout happens all at once and appears as a sudden contrast.
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ments VI to XI is one of quiet contemplation, suggesting a sustained vigil-like quality, con-

trasting to the distinct opening five movements.  The movement of players in the latter 75

part of the work contributes to an overall dissipation in the music spatially, dynamically and 

in duration, with transformed recurrences of movements VI-XI being more brief. 

Fig. 3.05. Formal overview Movements I-XI, indicating changes to spatial layout, durations 

of movements and overall dynamics. 

 

Dissolving the music 

Having made the decision to resolve the collection via a gradual disappearance of existing 

music, I drew up a list of potential techniques that might help facilitate this. Techniques in-

cluded - 

• rub out, erase
• leave out, absent
• unravel, unwind
• blur, smudge
• fade out
• float, unhook 

 This sustained atmosphere is somewhat illusory, as there are breaks of varying lengths between the latter 75

six movements, just as there are between the first five. These breaks are in themselves a structural and styl-
istic characteristic of the work.
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• separate, isolate
• distort
• fragment
• disconnect
• leave incomplete, unfinished 

I took these techniques to the existing five string quartet movements with the deliberate 

intention of dissolving them, to see what might emerge. Initially sceptical, I was surprised 

and engaged by the results, quickly creating new, shorter iterations of these same five 

works in various states of dissolution and disappearance, followed by a postlude that 

would eventually close the complete collection.  

Movement VI introduces a range of dissolving processes, beginning with the notion of ab-

sence and separation. The initial dramatic unison stated in the opening of the first move-

ment is here played alone by Violin II from a remote standing position, having just exited 

the group. A reflective echo. 

Ex. 3.06. Movement VI - absence. Recurrence of opening Movement I (transposed) 

This recurrence is also transposed, connecting to a new harmonic centre that has 

emerged from the ending of the previous Movement V.  

Violin II plays from a remote standing position, away from the group. 
Other group members are silent (“absent”)
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A ‘cloud’ texture made from unstable, overlapping artificial harmonics is introduced around 

this melodic recurrence - an eerie refraction of the harmonic elements originally stated in 

Movement I 

Ex. 3.07(a). Movement I - original melodic statement and harmonic voicing 

Ex. 3.07(b). Movement VI - harmonic cloud. Timbral transformation 

 

 

 

The rhythmic disconnect featured in Ex. 3.7(a) also features at the end of Movement VI, 

where the isolated Violin II unhooks from the closing rhythmic unison that functions as a 

ritual signal. 

melody embedded
within group

rhythmic unison

standard 
harmonic voicing

Harmonic “cloud” - dissolving of original 
harmonic voicing through unstable artifi-
cial harmonics and registral placement. 
Rhythmically disconnected.

Violin II isolated
from group



!80
Ex. 3.08. Movement VI - ‘unhooking’ from group unison 

 

Movement VII replays Movement II, further exploring the idea of disconnecting group tex-

tures through through rhythmic displacement. Unexpected group silences also occur in this 

movement. Violin I has now separated from the group and is isolated texturally, playing 

long harmonics against a group pizzicato texture. 

Ex. 3.09. Movement VII - rhythmic disconnect, unexpected silence 

 
 

 

 

 disconnect
through
rhythmic

displacement

(absence of 
beats)

rhythmic disconnect
from group unison

unstable artificial 
harmonics

unexpected
silence

Violin I isolated from group
Antiphonal relationship with Violin II

disconnect
through
rhythmic

displacement
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Movement VIII features greater spatial separation with Viola featuring as an isolated pro-

tagonist, argumentative in character and Violin I and II functioning as an antiphonal ac-

companiment. Group textures from the earlier Movement III are treated in this movement 

more as individual moments with a more transparent arrangement. 

Ex. 3.10. Movt. VIII - separate, isolated voices 
 
 

 

Movement IX revisits the dynamically intense labyrinthine energy of the fourth movement  

as a brief blurring ascending whisper. The expanded pitch set originally present in Move-

ment IV has in this later version been altered and registerally condensed, keeping its dis-

sonant nature. 

Ex. 3.11. Comparison of pitch sets from Movement IV and Movement IX 

However, the extreme dynamic range of the earlier movement (f - fff) has been significant-

ly modified (p - ppp) and tempo has been decreased from crotchet = 120 to 100, greatly 

softening the intensity. 

contrasting individual voice
melody isolated

from group

alternating antiphonal voices
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At this point Cello is left alone, silent, as the other group members intertwine around each 

other as if they are offstage. At a certain point the three standing players unhook altogeth-

er in an extended senza misura passage that eventually unravels. 

Ex.3.12(a). Movement IX - smudging, falling apart 
 

Ex.3.12(b). Movement IX - unravelling 
 

smudging  and condensation of original texture 
and pitch set

removal of metre and barlines
A group falling apart



!83
Movement X dissolves its ancestor Movement V through a range of techniques including 

removing entire sections of material, erasing metre and barlines, and use of smudging and 

timbral distortion. 

Ex. 3.13. Movement V - theme and chromatically shifting chord progression 

 
 

Bars 10-17 (Fig. A) and bars 26-31 (Fig. C) from Movement V are removed, taking out its 

expressive expansiveness. Movement X also revisits the opening passage removing the 

original harmonic progression and replacing it with blurred clusters derived from the 

melody. 

Harmonic progression based on shifting chromaticism and pedal tones

original theme - Violin I
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Ex. 3.14. Movement X - transformation through erasure and timbral change  

 

A subsequent passage reintroduces 7/8 metre and barlines, smudging the accompaniment 

through the use of tremolo and increasingly distorted sul ponticello before fading out mid-

thought.  

Erasure of 
metre

Erasure of 
barlines

harmonic progression is erased into a handful of blurred
clusters above the melody, creating a ‘halo’ effect. 

original theme - Cello (high, unstable range)
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Ex. 3.15. Movt.X - Smudging (timbral distortion), incomplete fadeout 

 

The last movement is characterised by textures of long breath-like lines (“returning to 

breath”), increasing pauses and silences, gradual disappearance of voices and clouds of 

ascending artificial harmonics, by way of farewell. 

Ex. 3.16. Movement XI - final harmonic cloud 

Smudging through use of tremolo and sul ponticello

incomplete fadeout
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(iv) Conclusion 

Within the context of this overall folio, the Lost Pages quartet reaffirms the reality of my 

creative practice as being comprised of intertwining strands. In thinking back to the Kolam 

works presented in Chapters 1 and 2, my awareness at the time was focussed on the 

building of a music language connected to the patterning of this ritual mandala practice - 

essentially focussing on creation through rhythm and formal design rather than dissolution. 

The ethos of ephemerality as a central stimulus was, I feel, latent in Kolam for piano solo, 

and Kolam for Orchestra. This does not necessarily mean that dissolving passages are not 

effective in these works, only that they were emergent at the point of composition, rather 

than central in the planning.  

In the Lost Pages Quartet, a key focus has been a fundamental exploration inspired at the 

outset by the ethos of dissolution, incompleteness and impermanence. This experience 

has articulated a shift in approach - a very different relationship to the fascination with pat-

tern and order, seeking a coherence in that which is fragmented. An acknowledgement of 

the importance of relinquishment. An acceptance that what seems permanent may well 

dissolve. In creating an expressive remembering for my mother Rosemary through the 

composition of this music, I have been able to accept my loss of her. 
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Conclusion 

This dissertation and accompanying creative folio have endeavoured to investigate and 

explain ways in which my compositional practice has been informed by intercultural explo-

ration. I began this study five years ago with a broad and general awareness of composi-

tional tendencies and language traits. As to what lay beneath this surface - the motivations 

to create, the gradual emergence and refining of concepts and vocabulary, approaches to 

design and construction, the significance of personal experiences and relationships (both 

through travelling interculturally, and also within family) - all these at first seemed very 

much as separate, isolated strands in my compositional practice. Over time, through the 

reflexive nature of practice-based research, I have come to an enriched understanding of 

the braiding of these strands as central to my creative process. 

In reflecting on the research questions posed at the outset of this investigation, intercultur-

al influences have definitely guided the composition process in each of the works in this 

folio. The initial approach articulated in Chapter 1 encompassed moving between contrast-

ing practices and experiences from different traditions seeking connection and integration, 

particularly in terms of formal design and compositional language. In the analysis of Kolam 

for piano solo this is described as a movement between two distinct polarities. Learned 

experiences and practices of notated contemporary music derived from Western European 

classical tradition via the piano, have been connected with the learned experiences and 

practices revolving around rhythmic pattern and process drawn from the Carnatic tradition 

via konnakol. Rather than viewing these contrasting learnings, practices and experiences 

as being in opposition to (or disconnected from) each other, a fluid movement between 

these poles has been observed. This has earlier been described as being like moving be-

tween two rooms in the same house. The movement here is the synergy of the creative 

process. 

The Kolam project explored in chapters 1 and 2 was initially grounded in a keen interest in 

relationships between pattern, form and design, and as such explores the notion of recur-

rence and ritual quality. I view these compositions as audible rituals, containing a recog-

nisable, recurring pattern language that carries across different versions. This notion has 

been evidenced though exploring relationships between recurrent patterns in different di-
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mensions, and also through interconnections between movements and complete works 

reflecting kolam through sonic patterning and ethos. Recurrence as relational, familial. The 

Kolam project was also concerned with integrating the longstanding interest in the vocal 

percussion tradition of konnakol, (described earlier as a cultural corollary with relevant 

parallel music processes), seeking an idiosyncratic integration drawn from direct experi-

ence.  

In searching for a music language inspired by kolam and konnakol what appears to have 

emerged contains characteristics that could be summarised in two ways - 

Firstly, a rhythmically direct, quicksilver musical flow that bears a more audible connection 

to traditional konnakol patterns and processes, suggesting a sonic surface that connects 

to the Carnatic context. Movement III from the piano cycle, and also the dynamic central 

stage of Kolam for Orchestra perhaps best characterise this aspect. 

Secondly, a much slower, more expansive music that is derived from non-traditional appli-

cations of Carnatic processes, with a view to creating a larger scale architecture. Move-

ment II from the piano cycle, a structural reframing of the mridanga jati, transforms what is 

a spoken rhythmic pattern into a structural scaffold. The Exposition and Dissolution stages 

of Kolam for Orchestra also enlargen units of extension and miniaturisation into more ex-

tended progressions and sections. The quicksilver flow suggesting konnakol is not so ap-

parent in these passages. This transformation contributes to a movement away from the 

original source context, articulating “familiarity through distance”, as Henk Borgdorff sug-

gests. Perhaps another way to understand these subsequent developments is reflected in 

the title of Chapter 2 - Found in Translation.  76

In both instances the conscious focus on pattern, form and design have allowed influences 

and techniques from different cultural music traditions to intermingle, with creative deci-

sions emerging from the subterranean level via the surface to the aerial view. This inter-

mingling can be seen, for example, through choices of rhythmic pattern and process from 

the Carnatic world coexisting alongside pitch, timbral, textural choices influenced by West-

ern contemporary classical idioms. Of note here was the surprise discovery of parallel 

 This idea was put to me by Ned McGowan, an American composer/flautist and PhD researcher, in a meet76 -
ing we had in Amsterdam in 2018 prior to an international conference on intercultural music making, which 
he was convening. Ned’s PhD research is further investigating this idea.



!89

scale forms used in Kolam for piano solo that exist in both Western Classical and Carnatic 

traditions at the end of the composing process, mentioned in Chapter 1. Over the progress 

of the works studied in this exegesis, a more refined conceptual focus has emerged - that 

of the creative potential of the ritual mandala, and the ways its form and ethos can influ-

ence the compositional process. Chapter 3 shows a shift away from a purely constructive 

focus (“add more, do more, be more”), to one where the ethos of dissolution is placed at 

the centre, informing the way patterns and processes are let go of, rather than continued 

and maximised. Here the inspiration of the dissolution ceremony serves more as a con-

tainer for an expressive remembering and less as a generative stimulus. Recurrence also 

features here, more as a transformational principle. Rather than focussing on the construc-

tion of a compositional language, the string quartet Lost Pages from the Book of Memory 

and Forgetting explores its deconstruction. 

Ceremonial aspect emerges through spatial layout and performer movement in later works 

in this folio. Both Between Breath and Word and the Lost Pages quartet incorporate as-

pects of spatial design and player interaction suggesting ceremony. The semicircular en-

semble layout of Between Breath and Word and the overall design of its musical tableaux 

in this work function as a container for potential scenic action, reminiscent of the Persian 

sama ceremony.  In particular the opening and closing sequences of this work have a 77

processional and recessional quality, again resembling aspects of the sama ritual. In the 

Lost Pages from the Book of Memory and Forgetting, the ritualistic exiting of players sets 

in train the idea of the dissolution ceremony, affecting the unfolding and subsequent dis-

solving of the music. The aspect of audible ritual explored in the Kolam project emerges in 

these later works as a physical presence, suggesting an imaginary ceremony. 

The composition process can be influenced by unsolved questions posed by previous 

works. Likewise, compositions can also act as connected recurrences of creative process. 

The act of composing can act as a mirror, and be informed by intercultural experience 

through the construction of music language and also through the expression of ethos.  

The intertwining of intercultural experience, personal story, and musical  expression draw-

ing from differing cultural traditions is embedded in my creative practice. There is a reflex-

 The understanding of the sama ceremony as being a ritual container for personal story, testimony and var77 -
ied forms of creative expression comes from insights that Iranian actor/theatre-maker Shahin Shafaei pro-
vided in 2009/10 as we were formulating approaches to the Walking with Hafez project.
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ive relationship between music creation and personal narrative/context, with one informing 

the other. 

I also observe a relationship of intuition to conscious awareness in compositional choices - 

a sense of feeling my way through at points along the creative continuum. This can be evi-

denced by a range of questions posed at various stages through the creation of this com-

position folio, including -  

• How could the culturally-related practices of konnakol and kolam inform and stimulate 

creative expression at and for the piano? 

• Could there be a connection between the small scale structure of the midrange jati and 

the architectural sonic labyrinth of Kolam for Orchestra?  

• How should a string quartet dissolve? 

In reflecting on Smith and Dean’s iterative cyclic web mentioned in the Introduction to this 

exegesis, I propose the following model of concentric circles as a further contribution to the 

understanding of creative process. The intention here is to further inform the relationship 

between academic research, practice-based research and research-led practice. 

• The inner circle is the Subterranean - a space of intuition, seeking language, where the 

improvisational mode of creativity predominates, where the knowledge of compositional 

impulse is felt rather than codified. 

• The middle circle is the Surface - a space of language construction, where patterns and 

processes are codified, where form and design at the small and large scale emerges. 

• The outer circle is the Aerial - seeing from above, where the understanding of context, 

ethics and ethos informs the creative practice, setting an outer boundary.  
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Fig. 4.01. Model of concentric circles 

The process of braiding multiple relevant experiences grounded in both research and artis-

tic practice, each particular in their own way, is integral to my creative practice. This folio 

and exegesis presents a composer negotiating differing musical cultures and composition-

al modalities. A central strand here can be identified as a notated practice drawing on the 

western classical tradition, with its formalised visual symbols, craft and associated tech-

niques. Another equally important strand can be identified as the malleable, improvisatory, 

oral rhythmic tradition, conversational in nature, spoken via the Carnatic konnakol.  

Intertwining with these are strands drawing on learnings gained from exploring intercultur-

ally and also connected to relationship to family. Braiding these strands through creative 

process has led me to the awareness that there is a mutual co-existence between them, 

rather than a relationship based on tension or opposition between them. 
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In addressing this broader picture, several features are identifiable. First, there is an inter-

connected relationship between positions of academic research, practice-based research 

and research-led practice. Each of these has been present at different times, and also si-

multaneously, during the composition process.  

Second, a consideration of the importance of the idea of “locality” - that particularities of 

experience/relationship/ personal history can form key stimuli in the conceptual design of a 

composition and development of a compositional language. It has been an illumination to 

discover that a significant creative strand in this area connects to family. This has been ev-

idenced in the initial stages of this investigation via the inspiration of my daughter’s en-

gagement with kolam as a creative practice, and also later through a reconciling of the ex-

perience of my mother’s dementia.  

Third, on a deeper level, a recognition that creativity is a hybrid process - seeing and feel-

ing connections in disparate places and synthesising understandings through making new. 

Fourth, in considering intercultural influences, perhaps the resulting creative outcomes as 

presented in this folio resonate with Rogers’ view of transculturation and Barthe’s idea of a 

third language - new understandings from diverse experiences. I would argue that this ex-

egesis aims to unpack and further inform Rogers’ explanation of transculturation - where 

multiple cultural elements are present “such that identification of a single originating culture 

is problematic.”  Rogers may be using the term problematic as a pejorative here, or per78 -

haps to denote complexity. In response, as a result of this substantial research project, I 

view the creatively hybrid/transcultural space as empowering and authenticating. 

This creative folio and exegesis presents an original perspective in the area of contempo-

rary music composition informed by intercultural exploration. As such, it constitutes a dis-

tinct and substantial contribution to the body of knowledge in this complex and rewarding 

area. 

It has been of inestimable value to understand more clearly what really has been packed 

in the suitcase when travelling, and how creative insights are informed by who journeys 

with me. 

 Rogers, “Cultural Exchange to Transculturation,” 477.78
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As a consequence of this rich creative investigation, analysis and subsequent reflection, I 

feel able to move toward future research that will apply and extend these learnings in new 

compositions and contexts. The idea of transience - sonic, structural and metaphorical - is 

on the horizon as a key new focus for creative work.  

Fig. 4.02  Tim Dargaville with T.A.S Mani, Karnataka College of Percussion, Bangalore. 

Image - Rosalie Hastwell 2018. 
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