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PROGRAM

REGIONAL TOUR | NSW & ACT

ABOUT THE SURGE
The 1990s were a riot of transformation that redefined both Australia
and the world. ‘Creative Nation’ announced the central role of art in
life and society, while the Mabo decision set off a chain reaction
culminating in Paul Keating’s historic Redfern Address and the
Australian Parliament’s landmark Native Title Act in 1993. The internet
began

to

insinuate

itself

into

every

corner

of

contemporary

experience, reshaping everything it touched. The scientific community,
meanwhile, spoke with increasing urgency of the mounting evidence
of anthropogenic climate change, while politicians turned a deaf ear.
What are the sounds of this crucial decade?
Joined by guitarists Andrew Blanch and Vladimir Gorbach, and in
Brisbane Topology, Ensemble Offspring is touring six regional
NSW/ACT and urban locations to reignite two classics from the ’90s
by iconic Australian composers Peter Sculthorpe and Nigel Westlake
alongside five new commissions from Jessica Wells, Felicity Wilcox
and Robert Davidson reflecting on the cultural, climate and political
situations Australia finds itself in today. With video by Blue Mountains
artists Peachey and Mosig, The Surge is a multilayered feast of music,
ideas, lessons from the past and – with a little luck – hope for the
decade ahead!
Claire Edwardes
Artistic Director Ensemble Offspring

PROGRAM
Paul Mac – Redfern Address (2019) 6'
Peter Sculthorpe – Tropic (1992) 10'
Jessica Wells – Diminishing Species (2021) 3' WP
Felicity Wilcox – Tipping Point (2021) 12' WP
Jessica Wells – Technophiles (2021) 3' WP
Nigel Westlake – Tall tales but true (1992) 8'
Jessica Wells – This is the Nineties (2021) 3' WP
Robert Davidson – Netsurf (2021) 8' WP

WP = World Premiere
Photo by Keith Saunders

PROGRAM NOTES
All notes written by the composers

Paul Mac – Redfern Address (2019) 6'
I wanted to honour Paul Keating’s iconic Redfern Speech. It is powerful, historic
and unfortunately still relevant. It reminded me of a time when our political
leaders had vision, spoke their truth, and thought more about important issues
rather than just trying to win the next election. I did not wish to speak for
indigenous people so I edited together all of the sentences that were directed at
white society, and how it was the settlers that had to change their perspective. I
wrote to him to ask for his permission to use it and he responded giving me his
blessing. It was a beautiful day receiving that email. I wish it was on actual
paper, I’d frame it. What a legend!
Peter Sculthorpe – Tropic (1992) 10'
Tropic was written in May 1992, especially for Attacca, John Williams' ensemble
which was formed in the 1990s. Scored for clarinet, violin, two guitars, double
bass and percussion, the work is one continuous movement made up of four
parts: Prelude, Song, Interlude, Dance. Almost all the music stems from my
interest in the Indigenous cultures of Northern Australia and the Islands beyond it.
While Song is based upon Whistling Duck on a Billabong, an Arnhem Land chant
much used by me, the three other sections are built upon free adaptations of two
melodies from Torres Strait. The work is not intended to be of an especially
programmatic nature. In writing Tropic I simply realised for the first time that the
whole physical area that inspired it is probably my most-favoured part of this
earth.
Jessica Wells – Diminishing Species (2021) 3' WP
This piece presents a frantic and busy texture using a ten-note scale, which
represents the teeming planet of wildlife on earth. Each year of the decade is
represented as a set of repeated bars that diminish in pitch material, slowly
eroding one note at a time until only one note remains. The powerful message of
this work comes from the listener’s experience of the degradation of pitches, with
most only noticing that a change has occurred at a very late point in the piece.
Usually at around the eighth repetition where there are only three notes left. This
brings forth the well-known phrase, “You don’t know what you have until it’s gone”.

Felicity Wilcox – Tipping Point (2021) 12' WP
Many human activities reached take-off points sometime in the 20th Century
and sharply accelerated towards the end of the century…*
In the 1990s we started hearing more frequently about the ‘Greenhouse Effect’
and its potential to wreak havoc on the Earth’s climate. Fast forward to 2020 and I
began to compose a new septet for Andrew Blanch and Ensemble Offspring in the
wake of the Black Summer fires during a global pandemic. It felt appropriate to
dedicate this musical work to our beleaguered planet, and so I did a dive into
climate science. Drawing on a minimalist language of interlocking rhythms and
pitches, I use shifting patterns and ratios to convey a musical manifestation of
beauty and order increasingly interrupted, ruptured, and finally destroyed.
A single type of human-driven change triggers a large number of responses in
the Earth system, which themselves cascade through the system, often merging
with patterns of natural variability…
The main 3-note pattern in Tipping Point is heard on the two guitars in the opening
section: a statement of order, perfection and beauty, only subtly interrupted by
natural variations that produce ripples in the surface texture- to imitate how in a
healthy climate, nature’s systems tend to ebb and flow but return to a balanced
status quo.
The responses seldom follow linear chains, but more often interact with each
other, sometimes damping the effects of the original human forcing and at
other times amplifying them. Responses become feedbacks, which in turn can
lead to further forcings that can alter the functioning of the Earth system…
Gradually, the staccato disruptions to the natural balance become more
accentuated, eventually leading to deep fissures in the texture, from whence
swirling clouds of dissonant energy erupt.
Fossil-fuel combustion produces a range of gases that have a large number of
cascading effects…
I applied different rhythmic ratios to the recurring 3-note pitch patterns, and also
applied ratios to devise the overarching structure of the piece.

The original dissonant disruption begins as a 4-bar aberration, with the consonant
tonal passage decreasing by the same number of bars. The accented shocks to
system stability become louder and more prevalent, and with each disruption, the
ratio of tonal bars to dissonant bars decreases, until they are proportionally equal;
after which the number of dissonant bars becomes increasingly greater than the
number of consonant bars.
Global change does not operate in isolation but rather interacts with an almost
bewildering array of natural variability modes and also with other human-driven
effects at many scales. Especially important are those cases where interacting
stresses cause a threshold to be crossed and a rapid change in state or
functioning to occur.
Finally, a tipping point is reached, where the patterns as we know them become
completely destabilised, and all that is left is a roiling mass of dissonance, and
ultimately darkness. The guitar duet that closes the piece - accompanied by a
drone from my 90’s Korg Prophecy synth that suggests an irreparably altered
landscape - is a dance of mourning for the planet we must act now to save.
Jessica Wells – Technophiles (2021) 3' WP
This interlude is performed to a backing track that includes the sounds of Nineties
mobile phone ringtones, modems, computer keyboards and mouse-clicking, sound
effects from Super Mario World and Sonic the Hedgehog games. No, you won’t find
your brick phone in the pocket of your Tencel cargo pants - that was 30 years ago!

Nigel Westlake – Tall tales but true (1992) 8'
Tall tales was commissioned for the 1992 UK tour by John Williams’ Attacca
ensemble and was written following a collaboration with my two children Joel and
Eli, in the making of a mystery thriller home-movie. The music tries to capture the
fantasy and imagination of the young mind and brings to life a tale of mystery,
intrigue and disastrous consequences for all evil-doers.
It was written on the cusp of my composing career when I was still playing the
bass clarinet and holds many fond memories for me, not only related to family,
but also of touring and performing concerts. I am grateful to Ensemble Offspring
for finding a place in their program for this early work & can’t wait to hear these
wonderful players weave their magic and breathe life back into this piece.

Jessica Wells – This is the Nineties (2021) 3' WP
This piece is da bomb! It explores and exploits a pop song from each year of the
Nineties decade, creating a wicked medley in which the musicians jump erratically
through a time warp of recognisable tunes. Chosen from the Top 25 Songs in the
Australian charts it begins with the hella cool MC Hammer in 1990 and ends with
Silverchair in 1999. Booyah!

Robert Davidson – Netsurf (2021) 8' WP
The Internet had its 21st birthday on 29 October 1990. Two months later it gave
birth to the world wide web with the first website appearing in December 1990.
Three years later, the web went mainstream with the first popular web browser,
Mosaic, in 1993, making the 1990s a revolutionary decade, and surely the web
was its defining feature.
Netsurf looks nostalgically back to that pioneering excitement of unleashing the
Internet to the general public by providing a user-friendly interface. It was a time
of hope and idealism, uncluttered by the many concerns about online life that
sprang up in the intervening decades, and before major companies had corralled
large sections of the web; it was a free-for-all. This mood is captured in an
interview with Larry Smarr on the PBS television program Computer Chronicles
just weeks after the release of Mosaic for Windows and Macintosh in September
1993. Smarr was head of US-based National Center for Supercomputing
Applications where Mosaic was developed by a team led by Marc Andreessen. The
music is based on the spoken intonation of Larry Smarr speaking at the cusp of
this major revolution. There are no edits (other than repeating large chunks) to
Larry’s speech – he really does speak that musically.

*All quoted extracts for Tipping Point are from: Steffen W. et al, (2004) Global Change and the Earth
System- A Planet Under Pressure. IGBP Secretariat, Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences. Available at:
http://www.igbp.net/download/18.1b8ae20512db692f2a680007761/1376383137895/IGBP_ExecSum
mary_eng.pdf

FROM THE '90s TO NOW
The concept underpinning The Surge has simmered within me for
several years. Brought on in some respects with the recent passing of
numerous musical icons/idols of mine including Australians Richard
Gill and Philip Houghton, and international guitar icons such as Roland
Dyens and Julian Bream, it dawned on me that there was an era that
was coming to a close. Zooming out on the topic, and under the
provocation of Claire Edwardes and her fiercely creative artistic mind,
it was teased out that we were onto something beyond the musical
world, it was something far larger and more profound, an era that has
fundamentally shaped who we are today, the issues we face, and how
we think and understand ourselves.
This era to which I'm referring, as far as I saw it, found its home in the
nineties, and in particular, the early nineties. It was 1990 that saw the
release of the very first IPCC report; arguably the most respected and
oft-quoted scientific report on anthropogenic climate change. The
internet and in particular the World Wide Web surged ahead
throughout the early 90s and of course would go on to change the
world as we knew it. Many of today’s politicians were cutting their
teeth through the 90s and Paul Keating gave his famous Redfern
Address, of which Kevin Rudd’s apology no doubt drew inspiration
from.
On a personal front, my perhaps most important guitaristic hero
Australian guitarist John Williams showed a particular interest in
Australian music making and formed an eclectic and unique group
known as Attacca. This unusual ensemble consisted of 2 guitars (with
legendary Australian guitarist and my former teacher Timothy Kain),
violin, clarinet (Nigel Westlake), piano, percussion (Michael Askill) and
double bass; the rest of the group was comprised of UK musicians.

Newspaper clippings showed they performed at Barbican Hall in
London (13 June, 1992), Concert Hall at the Sydney Opera House (26
September 1992) and the Melbourne Concert Hall (21 September
1992). This wonderful and unique ensemble commissioned not one
but two pieces by now-legendary Australian composers Nigel
Westlake and Peter Sculthorpe. It seemed these works were overdue
for a revisit, and not just that, a 21st century reimagining of the
ensemble working with the top performers and composers of today
not to mention the incorporation of a multimedia component that was
unheard of in the early 90s.
There was no performing conglomerate more qualified for such a
collaboration than Claire Edwardes and her Ensemble Offspring, and
Vladimir Gorbach and I are humbled to be sharing the stage with such
esteemed Australian music legends. It has been a particular privilege
for me in my stage of career to have collaborated with Claire on this,
and her artistic guidance explicit and by example has made a lasting
impression. John Williams recently celebrated his 80th birthday and
was featured on the ABC Classic Legends program along with Timothy
Kain’s Legends feature for his 75th this year - The Surge wouldn’t exist
today but for their artistic contributions and I’m so proud to be a part
of such a thoughtful and engaged reinvigoration of the Attacca
ensemble lineup in collaboration with admired musicians and
composers I’m extremely lucky to call my colleagues.
Andrew Blanch
Guitarist

TOUR DATES
Friday 21 May 2021 – National Film & Sound Archive, Canberra
Sunday 23 May 2021 – Deniliquin Baptist Church
Saturday 29 May 2021 – The Corridor Project, Cowra
Sunday 30 May 2021 – Orange Regional Conservatorium
Saturday 5 June 2021 – Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre

PERFORMERS
Claire Edwardes (percussion)
Jason Noble (clarinet)
Sonya Lifschitz (piano)
Véronique Serret (violin)
Ben Ward (double bass)
Andrew Blanch (guitar)
Vladimir Gorbach (guitar)
Peachey & Mosig (video)
Ensemble Offspring and The Surge are assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia
Council, its arts funding and advisory body and the NSW Government through Create NSW. We would
also like to thank UTS, University of Queensland, Phoenix Central Park and all of our Noisy Egg
Creation Fund donors for their contribution to The Surge. We work and play on Gadigal land.

