
L O C A L 
H E R O E S

Syzygy Ensemble

ARTISTS
Laila Engle, flute/alto flute/piccolo
Robin Henry, clarinet
Leigh Harrold, piano
Jenny Khafagi, violin
Blair Harris, cello
with guest artist Daniel Richardson, vibraphone

OUR SPACE 

PROGRAM
MAY LYON
Ode to Damascus* (2016) WORLD PREMIERE

 I Lament and Metropolis
 II Water

ANNIE HUI-HSIN HSIEH
Contemplations (2015) AUSTRALIAN PREMIERE

KATE NEAL
Piano Trio No.1, ‘Dead Horse Gap’ (2006) 

P
MARY FINSTERER
Circadian Tale IV (2016) WORLD PREMIERE

PETER DE JAGER
Mosaic (2016) WORLD PREMIERE

*Commissioned for Melbourne Recital Centre and the University of Melbourne with the 
support of Majlis Pty Ltd

ABOUT THE MUSIC
In our first concert for the year we found ourselves, in a nutshell, well, in a nutshell. We explored the musical consequences of being pushed 
for space – of being in a bubble just big enough to encase ourselves, and maybe a hapless partner. We welcome you here tonight for our 
second concert, where we now start to expand the space we find ourselves in. So we get our bubble (or our nutshell) and we imagine it’s made 
of infinitely pliable rubber. We push up and outwards with our hands, down and outwards with our feet, and we stretch our catchment wider. 
We push out past the confines of our personal space, through the fences of our own house, past the limits of our own city, and out past the 
state boundaries, stopping only once we hit water on all sides. We’ll push even further in a couple of months, but this will do for today. Taking 
stock of who we’ve now invited into our space we see that amongst the 24-million Australians that have joined us are five individuals who have 
used their experiences on this shared continent to craft five diverse musical expressions. That all the featured composers in tonight’s program 
identify as ‘Australian’ matters very little. What matters more is the insight they bring to their work, informed by their home country – a country 
that is endlessly variegated, ancient, intimidating, inspiring and often infuriating.

Infuriating? The beautiful but uncompromising terrain of ‘Dead Horse Gap’ was the inspiration for Kate Neal’s first piano trio. We might be 
thinking locally, but we’re acting globally for this concert – by which I mean we’re treating the program as though it’s a globe of the Earth, and 
making Neal’s trio the molten-hot explosive centre. The piece is difficult, invoking the fury of the landscape and occasionally the fury of the 
performers, but no journey worth undertaking is ever easy. The athleticism of the music provides the perfect analogy for the steeply-curving 
natural surfaces of the ‘Gap’, and the opening motif – a diving descent of triplets – returns frequently throughout the piece but never in the 
same way twice, much like the fractal replication of river inlets and tree branches.

Inspiring? Flanking Neal’s trio from either side are two works somewhat more contemplative. Annie Hsieh’s Contemplations demands a lot 
from the musicians. Hsieh inspires her performers here to dig deep, filling the score with verbal instructions which gently but persistently 
request exactitude (examples include precise and with extreme control, and hold until the sound ceases completely then gradually release 
right-hand one joint at a time) while also asking for a huge canvas of extended techniques, from piano-string pizzicati to microtonal string 
harmonics. Paradoxically, the emphasis on detail and instruction is all to ensure that what is delivered to the audience is an act of meditative 
theatre, trance-like and calming in its gestures and soundscapes. It is perhaps the most selfless act of composition on tonight’s program, with 
the composer’s and performers’ hard work ensuring that the audience receives as zen-like an experience as possible.
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ABOUT LOCAL HEROES 2016
Local Heroes is the easiest way to rediscover your love of chamber music or take delight in experiencing it for the first time. From strings to pi-
ano, early music to contemporary, art song to tango, there’s something for every musical taste. This year Local Heroes showcases 19 acclaimed 
ensembles in 44 concerts in the award-winning acoustics of Melbourne Recital Centre’s Salon and Elisabeth Murdoch Hall. Want to get to know 
the artists and learn more about the music they love to perform? Visit localheroes.melbourne to discover more.

PRINCIPAL GOVERNMENT PARTNER

Intimidating? Demanding less of its performers, but no less powerful in its evocation of the timeless is Mary Finsterer’s Circadian Tale IV. 
Tonight’s world premiere for sextet is a re-working by Finsterer of a similarly-titled piece for quintet and continues her deep exploration of 
Western Medieval and Renaissance music. The piano is the heart-beat of the piece, providing the ‘circadian’ repetition of the title in the form 
of a gently pixelated G minor chord which repeats with enough familiarity to be reassuring but with enough variation to feel human. Each 
deployment of the chord invokes a response from the rest of the ensemble which, far from sounding human and fallible, seems to be as 
intimidating and austere as the monastic chanting of ancient druids. This balance between the ephemeral and the timeless is what gives this 
seemingly small-scale work its considerable emotional power.

Ancient? The ‘shell’ of our globe is comprised of two longer works that are less about searching for existential peace and more about the 
realities of day-to-day human interactions. May Lyon takes the ancient city of Damascus as inspiration for her new work which begins with a 
lone lament on the violin that is gradually transmuted into the song of millions in the bustle of the city centre – Lyon notes that this dichotomy 
between the individual and the masses has existed in the city ‘for millenia’. The second movement, ‘Water’ presents a sadder two-sided conflict, 
contrasting the potential life-giving properties of the Barada river with the modern developments that have choked it and left Damascus in 
drought. This work has been commissioned for Melbourne Recital Centre and the University of Melbourne with the support of Majlis Pty Ltd

Endlessly Variegated? What? The structure behind de Jager’s Mosaic may be theoretical, but we can extrapolate from it a message that is 
undeniably personal. The work begins unassumingly and invitingly with the vibraphone and piano dancing a light jig in G minor. What follows 
for the piano and vibraphone is 191 bars rest as the remaining four members of the sextet intrude with a song that could not be more different 
– heavy, tonally ambiguous and oppressive by sheer length. The miracle comes in the subsequent working out of the material, where we get a 
type of ‘mega-development’ which sees the music pass through literally every key in existence (‘and even a few that don’t exist’ says de Jager), 
proving in the end that even the most seemingly disparate strands of musical utterance can find common ground. A grand collage of Ivesian 
proportions, Mosaic is a perfect metaphor for the diversity, the interconnectivity, and the beautiful cacophony that is, ultimately, Our Space.
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Syzygy Ensemble is an award-winning contemporary music group based in Melbourne. After just one year of performing together they were 
awarded first prize in the chamber music section of the Australian Concerto and Vocal Competition and, subsequently, were the only Australian 
group selected to perform at the 2011 Gaudeamus International Interpreter’s Award in Amsterdam. Since then, they have gained a reputation as 
one of Australia’a finest new music ensembles, lauded for their virtuoso precision, innovative programming, and ability to connect viscerally 
with their audiences. Apart from having a regular subscription series at Melbourne Recital Centre, Syzygy has had great success touring 
regional Victoria, allowing remote audiences the chance to experience (and even participate in!) contemporary masterworks such as Quartet 
for the End of Time, In C, and Rzewski’s Les Moutons de Panurge. They were nominated for a Helpmann Award for a George Crumb tribute 
concert in 2012, and in 2014 were the recipient of Melbourne Recital Centre’s Contemporary Masters Award for their performance of Robert 
Dzubay’s Kukulkan 2. Last year they released their debut CD, Making Signs, containing specially commissioned works by Gordon Kerry and 
Brenton Broadstock, as well as premiere recordings by Brett Dean and Annie Hsieh.
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LOCAL HEROES LEADERSHP CIRCLE:

Melbourne Recital Centre acknowledges the people of the Kulin nation 
on whose land this concert is being presented.

NEXT CONCERT
Everyone’s Space
Thursday 10 November 6pm, Salon
Acknowledging that we have to look beyond our self-imposed containers at some point, Syzygy Ensemble takes a round-the-world ticket 
with four composers, four continents and four large-scale works, examining everything from Eastern European war horrors to South American 
folklore and American religious transcendence. For more information and tickets, please visit melbournerecital.com.au/heroes


