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PROGRAM 
Nat Bartsch  
Lights and Shadows – arr. for viola & piano 
Homecoming  
The Glasshouse
 I.  The Echo
 II. I Wait…
 III.  J.F.W. Herschel (in memory of Fred Gaudion)
 IV. La Madonna Aspettante/Yet a little while
 V. A Group of Kalutara Peasants
 VI. Aged 94, taken on the anniversary of her 72nd wedding day
Into the Light – arr. for Inventi Ensemble
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A Message From Nat Bartsch
Tonight, we will premiere my 2021 Merlyn Myer Commission: a suite titled The Glasshouse, inspired by portraits 
taken by Victorian-era photographer Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879). 

Many years ago I first encountered Cameron’s work online, and later had the chance to hold some of her prints in 
the palm of my hand at the National Portrait Gallery in London. Her images are breathtaking: striking, yet intimate; 
whimsical yet vulnerable. A dreamy, romantic world where my own music lives too. As a feminist, I was drawn not 
only to Cameron’s achievement in becoming a female photographer in her 40’s, after her children were grown, 
tackling many gender barriers to participation, some of which still exist today.  But equally importantly, I was also 
drawn to her subjects. 

Often, her sitters were women and children, from various classes of society - the local fisherman’s son, her house-
keeper (who apparently spent more time posing for portraits and cleaning/cooking), her nieces and grandchildren, 
as well as eminent artists, writers and thinkers of the time. While her photography is borne out of a life of privilege 
(as a member of the colonial upper-middle class), her body of work captures people from many walks of life, 
shining a light (literally) on ordinary people from 150 years ago.

‘The Glasshouse’ refers to Cameron’s converted photography studio on the Isle of Wight. She would ask her sitters 
to endure tediously long exposures, sitting perfectly still for three minutes just to capture a single shot. You can 
see this boredom on the face of Rachel Gurney, dressed as a cherub, in the movement  I Wait… I have written the 
accompanying music to be around three minutes long, too. Incredible to think how instant photography can be 
today– but in the 1850’s, it would take a full day to capture just a handful of images (without any guarantee of 
success, either). It is nice to create music to honour this patient, imperfect process.

I selected six images that resonated with me in the chaos that is 2020-2021. The Glasshouse, written in lockdown, 
responds to these images in a way that also captures my present-day experiences. The Echo recreates a scene 
from Greek mythology when the nymph Echo has her voice taken from her: I wrote this movement thinking of the 
women of Afghanistan, seeking to escape the Taliban, with their voices metaphorically and literally being taken 
away from them. La Madonna Aspettante (the ‘waiting madonna’ and child) reflects the deeply intimate and quiet 
experience of lockdown parenting. 

A Group of Kalutara Peasants, one of a small handful of Cameron portraits of people of colour, was taken on her 
husband’s coffee plantation in Ceylon. The look on the girl’s face in this image strikes me at the core as I seek to 
understand and reconcile my own white privilege, and our own dark colonial past in Australia.  JFW Herschel, an 
eminent astronomer who mapped the southern sky for the first time, reminds me of my own grandfather Fred 
Gaudion, who passed away in July. Both men were inquisitive, clever, of few words – the third starry-skied 
movement is dedicated to Papa.

The Glasshouse begins and ends with a movement featuring an unknown sitter. We know their names (Hattie 
Campbell and Sarah Groves), but not much else. The final movement is a meditation on survival – the privilege of 
old age, especially in this covid-era, but also in the Victorian-era. ‘Aged 94, taken on the occasion of her 72nd 
wedding day’: Cameron herself passed away in her 60’s. Sarah Groves, whoever she may be, enjoyed a long and 
hopefully happy life. It is something I wish for us all, too, as we work towards mitigating climate change and 
managing Covid-19.

My deepest thanks to Inventi Ensemble for not only bringing their usual chamber music artistry to The Glasshouse, 
but also their openness to improvisation. This work is an important step in bridging the two worlds I create music 
in – classical and jazz. Each movement features a different instrument with melodic improvisation. Hearing Inventi 
improvise together as a group, at the end of the fifth movement, is one of the most rewarding 
moments in the work, and has shown me what is possible in the space between genres. 

A huge thank you to the Aranday Foundation and Yulgilbar Foundation for making this commission possible, 
Melbourne Recital Centre, Inventi Ensemble, and photographer Suzie Blake (for her beautiful Cameron-in-
spired portraits of us). And lastly, thank you to Julia Margaret Cameron – for her persistence, creativity, innova-
tion and humour. It is an honour to marry my music with her images, more than a century on.

We’re thrilled to welcome you back to Melbourne Recital Centre and hope you enjoy your experience. 
Our 2022 January to March season Awaken is on sale now. Visit melbournerecital.com.au/awaken for more information.

Melbourne Recital Centre acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the lands on which we work, live and learn. We pay our respects to the people of the Kulin nation, 
their Elders past, present and emerging and to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples.
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