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ABOUT THE MUSIC
ABOVE/BELOW is a meditation on the cosmic mechanics of time and the eternal recurrence of earthly life cycles. 
Juxtaposing the mystical symbolism of George Crumb’s Makrokosmos Book I with the pastoral simplicity of Tchaikovsky’s 
Seasons, the music weaves a sonic journey through the various houses of the Zodiac (Crumb), paired with their 
corresponding calendar months (Tchaikovsky). The enigmatic, dissonant sonorities of the celestial Makrokosmos, and 
the poetic, melancholy lyricism of the earthly Seasons, speak deeply to Rainer Maria Rilke’s beguiling words: “And in the 
nights the heavy earth is falling from all the stars down into loneliness. We are all falling. And yet there is One who holds 
this falling endlessly gently in his hands”. This, along with Pascal’s words, “The eternal silence of infinite space terrifies 
me”, is said by Crumb to have been the “spiritual impulse” behind the composition, along with notions of “the ‘magical 
properties’ of music; the problem of the origin of evil; the ‘timelessness’ of time; the sense of the profound ironies of life”. 
The 24 pieces comprising the two books of Makrokosmos reflect back to the tradition taking its root in Bach’s 24 Preludes 
and Fugues, Chopin’s and Debussy’s sets of 24 Preludes, and, of course, Bartok’s Mikrokosmos. 

Almost exactly a hundred years prior to the composition of Makrokosmos, Tchaikovsky was commissioned to write 12 
short piano pieces, one for each month of the year, for the publication in the St. Petersburg music magazine Nouvellist. 
Each piece was subsequently prefaced by an epigraph, drawn from the works of well-known Russian poets, and chosen 
by the publisher Nikolay Bernard. 

PROGRAM
GEORGE CRUMB (b. 1929) 
Makrokosmos 
Book I 
 
PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893) 
The Seasons, Op.37 
 
G. Crumb    Cancer: Primeval Sounds (Genesis I) 
P. I. Tchaikovsky    June: Barcarolle  
G. Crumb    Pisces: Proteus 
P. I. Tchaikovsky   March: Song of the Lark 
G. Crumb     Taurus: Pastorale 
P. I. Tchaikovsky    May: Starlit Nights 
G. Crumb     Capricorn: Crucifixus  
P. I. Tchaikovsky    January: At the Fireside  
G. Crumb     Scorpio: The Phantom Gondolier 
G. Crumb     Sagittarius: Night-Spell I  
P. I. Tchaikovsky   November: Troika 
G. Crumb     Libra: Music of Shadows  
P. I. Tchaikovsky   October: Autumn Song 
G. Crumb     Virgo: The Abyss of Time 
G. Crumb     Gemini: Dream Images (Love-Death Music) 



PRINCIPAL GOVERNMENT PARTNER

ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Praised by the New York Times and The Age for her “dynamic” and “powerful” performances, Ukrainian-born 
pianist Sonya Lifschitz is internationally recognised as one of Australia’s most innovative, creative, and fearless 
musical voices. During the 2015-16 season, Sonya made her critically acclaimed solo debut in one of New York’s 
most prestigious series, the BargeMusic, with other season highlights including performances at the Banff Centre 
(Canada), Melbourne Recital Centre’s Local Heroes and Spotlight Series, the Melbourne, Darwin, Port Fairy, and 
Metropolis Festivals, 3MBS Marathons, and a collaboration between visual artist Angela Cavalieri, iconic Melbourne 
arts venue fortyfivedownstairs, and Sonya’s contemporary ensemble Press, Play, of which she is the co-founder 
and artistic co-director.

Sonya is increasingly active as a music curator and director, pushing to expand the existing parameters of 
performance culture and concert experience in Australia. In 2015 she curated, directed, and performed in a 
critically-acclaimed multi-disciplinary project for the Melbourne Festival, working at the intersection of visual art, 
music, and animated projections. This year, as a Fellow at the Australian National Academy of Music, Sonya will 
curate and perform in two large-scale projects reflecting her commitment to innovative and creative programming 
and community engagement. A fierce advocate for new music, Sonya has commissioned and premiered numerous 
large-scale works by composers such as Larry Sitsky, Kate Neal, Robert Davidson, Damian Barbeler, Steve Adams, 
and Anthony Lyons. A passionate collaborator, she performs regularly with her piano duo partners Stephen 
Emmerson and Therese Milanovic, the Topology ensemble and the Kransky Sisters, and members of the Melbourne 
Symphony, Queensland Symphony, and Australian Chamber Orchestras.

Sonya debuted with the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra at age 18, performing Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concert 
No.2, broadcast on ABC Classic FM and SBS television. She has been a soloist with the Melbourne Symphony, 
Israel Symphony, John Hopkins Symphony, Western Australia Youth Symphony, Melbourne Symphonia, and 
Marroondah Symphony orchestras; has performed extensively in Australia, United States, Israel, Switzerland, Italy 
and England; and has been featured on ABC Classic FM, ABC Radio National, and 3MBS Fine Music stations.

A Fulbright Scholar, Sonya studied under the legendary pianist-conductor Leon Fleisher at the Peabody 
Conservatory of Music ( John Hopkins University, USA) and holds a PhD in performance from the University of 
Melbourne. 

Christine Johnston is an Australian performing artist/writer/singer who has created and collaborated on a diverse 
range of performance and musical works for events, festivals, art galleries, theatre, comedy, short film and cabaret 
which have toured Australia, UK, Europe, Asia, USA and Canada. 

It was in 1994 and beyond that Brisbane's iconic Women in Voice series saw some of Christine's cabaret characters 
emerge - Angel of Acid Opera, Brown Woman, Flower Power, Cardboard Woman and Insect Woman - as well as 
the beginnings of her collaborations with costume designer Selene Cochrane. In 1998 Christine devised her first 
full-length show Decent Spinster - Observations... Interpretations... and the Inner Hoon. It was through these outlets 
that Christine began to perform a type of Synesthesia that she and her younger sister Deborah had been sharing 
since childhood... giving visual objects a sound. Christine began to develop important creative relationships with 
musicians Trent Arkley-Smith and Peter Nelson; dancer/choreographer Lisa O'Neill and visual artist Kylie Burke. 
In 2000, almost as a culmination and an outlet for all her characters, Madame Lark appeared... a big-haired, saw-
playing vocalist with a fondness for bird-calling... Madame Lark most recently hosted the Clore Ballroom as part 
of London's Imagine Children's Festival (2013 and 2014) after performing for GOMA's Surrealism Exhibition with 
Gareth Skinner.
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A note on environmental friendliness:
In an effort to commit to greener performances, programs are printed to share one between two people. If you 
would like to download additional copies of these program notes, please visit melbournerecital.com.au/programs
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