
Utulura inkantjaku (Let’s get together and sing): - Australian Aboriginal Music and 

the Classical Music Strand* 

 

Since European settlement, Australian composers have engaged with Aboriginal 

music mainly as a way of identifying with this country, with place.  How does this 

compare with other countries? An eagle bone flute is almost a cliché in American 

ambience music. But it is fair to say that engagement in Australia has only groped 

towards higher levels of sophistication in recent years.  

The first pieces of art music to incorporate Aboriginal materials were designed as 

presentations of curiosities. John Lhotsky commissioned arrangements for voice and 

piano of a women’s song from the Monaro High Plains, NSW collected by him on an 

expedition to the Australian Alps in 1834. It is interesting to speculate on the likely 

shape of the original melody - Lhotsky’s phrase endings conform to a conventional 

western formula. Isaac Nathan made several pioneering experiments in the 

arrangement of Aboriginal melodies in his miscellany The Southern Euphrosyne 

(1849). A subsequent series, Australian Melodies, contains more conventional 

treatments. The most famous of Nathan’s arrangements Koorinda Braia, for solo 

voice and piano and for five men’s voices and piano, retains a more authentic flavour 

than Lhotsky’s. The contour seems more genuine, and the drumming bass part is 

possibly meant to evoke ‘primitive’ associations, but could this Ngarigu or 

Ngannawal melody have ever implied those diminished sevenths! 

Roger Covell has already pointed out that musicians steeped in the conventions of 

19
th

 century music were ill-equipped to relate to Aboriginal music but even into the 

20
th

  century, composers tried to fit Aboriginal music into 19
th

 century moulds, 

reflecting the degree to which Australian composers remained impervious to the true 

values of Aboriginal music. 

One wonders what a musician of wider breadth would have done. Percy Grainger 

heard Baldwin Spencer’s Edison cylinders of Arrernte music in 1909. ‘The melodies 

are much less primitive, and more melodic than I had expected from stupid remarks 

in music histories,’ he wrote. Regrettably this most open-minded of musicians did 

nothing more with these Arrernte songs than make transcriptions of three of them. 

Henry Tate proposed a use of Aboriginal music in his Australian Musical 

Possibilities, in 1922, ‘A little of such inspiration will go a long way with skilled 

composers,’ said Tate, boldly for the time and clearly meaning it. Unfortunately 

composers made do with just such little inspiration, and the results are usually token - 

a title or a program based on legend. At most, an Aboriginal melody may serve in the 

construction of a symphonic argument, but even that is not a use for which Aboriginal 

melody was designed. (Think of Western Desert songlines where the precise contours 

of melodies denote the particular ancestral story being celebrated, and rhythmic 

patterns encode information about location; where, in  Catherine Ellis’ words: ‘the... 

interpretation of land rights [is]... closely tied to the geographical map encoded in 

songs.’) 

Much of the music of the middle years of this century fits into a category which could 

be called Jindyworabakism, after the literary movement which espoused a national 

style based on aspects of Aboriginal culture. 

Just as literary Jindyworabakism often meant little more than the use of Aboriginal 

words and icons to give a local flavour, Clive Douglas, composer of Carwoola 

(1939), and Namatjira (1956), admitted, in a radio interview in 1976, that the 



Aboriginal titles and scenarios of his works were there to add local colour and not to 

detract from the fundamental abstract quality of the music.  

John Antill’s Corroboree, first performed in 1946, is probably still art music’s most 

famous nod in the direction of indigenous Australian music.Yet Corroboree, exciting 

though it can be to European ears, has little to do with a real ngkwapere, apart from a 

tendency to descending melody lines and the use of clapsticks.   

A later composer, James Penberthy understood the importance of actually involving 

Aboriginal people in his efforts (the opera Dalgerie), yet Symphony No.6 (Earth 

Mother), which quotes a North Western fertility chant melody, is otherwise a 

straightforward four-movement symphony. Perhaps the depth of response to 

Aboriginal influence in this period can be summed up in a line from Mirrie Hill’s 

Aboriginal Themes (1971): ‘...they have a world into which we do not enter.’ 

Composers who have wished to incorporate Aboriginal elements since the 60s have 

benefited from the loosening of the bounds of the 19
th

 century musical aesthetic (from 

the demand for structured argument; from the imperatives of tonal harmony). One 

would also expect their music to bear evidence of the increased musicological interest 

in Aboriginal music.   

Whereas Antill made use of the writings of Spencer and Gillen, and a later generation 

of composers drew on the work of C.P. Mountford, A.P. Elkin, and T.G.H. Strehlow, 

there is little evidence that the youngest generation has studied the work of, say, 

Richard Moyle, Guy Tunstill, Allan Marett or Linda Barwick. It should be noted that 

the study of traditional Aboriginal music is an area where there are surprisingly few 

practitioners. Composers must rely on ethnomusicologists who have the field 

experience, social standing and linguistic skills to bridge the gulf between black and 

white cultures. There are few who can explain to composers the complexities of 

Australia’s many musical cultures in terms that can be understood by western-

oriented musicians, yet there seems to have been little call for their expertise. To this 

day, many composers seem content with a Jindyworabak level of engagement. 

Peter Sculthorpe is one composer whose music displays a variety of uses of 

Aboriginal melody - including, in Sun Song (1989), the first Aboriginal melody to 

have been notated by a European (on Baudin’s 1802 expedition).  In Port Essington 

(1977), poetic use is made of Djilile, an Arnhem Land melody collected by Prof. 

A.P.Elkin and Trevor Jones in the 50s, which alternates with a 19
th

 century dance as 

the basis for some double variations expressing the alienness of a colonial settlement 

in the Top End last century. 

Having gone on record in the 60s dismissing Aboriginal music as a source for a 

national style, Sculthorpe later made interesting use of T.G.H. Strehlow’s 

transcriptions of Arrernte ritual ‘texts’: in Rites of Passage (1972-73), an opera which 

sought to restore opera to the level of ritual (the libretto was also in Latin); and The 

Song of Tailitnama, this time using an actual Aboriginal melody - from Groote 

Eylandt! 

Sculthorpe’s Strehlow settings raise questions about appropriate use of Aboriginal 

material (of more concern in recent years), but neither work seems to have elicited 

adverse comment. Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that Sculthorpe did not make 

use of the combined elements of words, music and design. In Rites he did not use 

Arrernte melodies to accompany the words; in ‘Tailitnama’, he used a melody from a 

different tribal region. Sculthorpe himself, worried about the ethics of using 

Aboriginal material, once asked some Gagadju people what they had thought of his 



use of one of their melodies in the orchestral piece Kakadu.  Played on a western 

instrument, the clarinet, without words, they had not recognised it. 

The most obvious way to display Aboriginal influence is in use of the didjeridu. 

George Dreyfus’ Sextet for Didjeridu and Wind Quintet (1971) allows the didjeridu 

player almost total freedom, apart from stipulating when to start and stop, and has 

been performed by a number of Aboriginal people from tribal and urban backgrounds.  

Colin Bright’s Earth Spirit (1989) recognises a meeting place for didjeridu and 

western instruments in the realm of multiphonics, yet reveals a gulf between 

instruments which depend so much for their effect on the perception of subtle tonal 

changes and the symphony orchestra, an ensemble designed for overt public display.  

In the concerto Young Tree Green (1993), Bright has brought some of what he has 

learnt about the bass register via the didjeridu into the enrichment of the sound 

repertoire of the double bass.  

Though Bright is motivated by an intense desire to express political allegiance with 

the Aboriginal people, his statement in 1991 that Aboriginal music encapsulates a 

quality of stasis which reflects the spirit of this land reveals how easy it is to make 

statements that can be taken the wrong way. 

At the time Bright was thinking mainly about didjeridu drones and how they evoke a 

feeling of flatness. He was also thinking in comparative terms. But the idea that the 

stasis of Aboriginal music can express the monotony of our landscape is arguable on 

at least two grounds: that a country as florally and faunally rich as Australia can truly 

be thought of as monotonous, and that Aboriginal music is actually static. The stasis 

is surely in the eyes (or ears) of Europeans unaware of other details. 

Given the difficulty in stepping out of the European frame, it’s ironic that a British 

composer - Peter Maxwell Davies - seems most deeply to have absorbed the technical 

processes of traditional Aboriginal music (Worldes Bliss, the symphonies 1-6 and 

Time and the Raven). 

Davies became acquainted with Pitjantjatjara music when he met the musicologist 

Catherine Ellis in Adelaide in the 1960s and heard her tapes.  As Davies has said:  

 

I was particularly impressed by…the way a very gradual change of contour in the 

repeats of a sung line focused my attention through a huge span of time, and, 

second, the nature of the relationship of the notes of the (changing!) mode to a 

pivotal note - particularly, sometimes, in the absence of any sense of ‘return’ at 

the octave. These two features, combined, enabled me to relate more precisely 

than hitherto processes of transformation of contour to finely tuned modal filters 

in a way that could generate harmonic tension over a large time-span… 

 

Davies himself admits that he does not know if his interpretation of Pitjantjatjara 

music has much to do with the way Pitjantjantjara themselves perceive their music, 

yet his perceptions seem to have been influenced by Ellis’s own theories at that time.  

Clearly, Davies has delved beneath the surface. 

But how much of what has been discussed so far has actually had anything to do with 

Aboriginal people themselves? 

Several of Australia’s composers have visited Aboriginal communities and formed 

contacts, though few have the time or expertise to penetrate deeply into the traditions.  

Perhaps Chester Schultz, of all Australia’s composers, has formed the deepest 

personal relationships with Aboriginal people, in this case the Nunga community in 

Adelaide. Though Schultz has not achieved prominence in the concert hall, he can 



claim to have put a song back into circulation in an Aboriginal community - a setting 

of a Narrunga (Yorke Peninsula) text about quandongs in traditional South Australian 

song style - one of a number of traditional song reconstructions Schultz has made for 

the Adelaide area language revival program. 

Schultz’s knowledge of Aboriginal music covers a wide gamut of styles and traditions 

as well as acknowledging the Contact experience of urban Aborigines. His CD 

soundscape Within Our Reach incorporates a western-style nursery rhyme, sung in 

Kaurna by Veronica Brodie. 

Composers and concert organisations now acknowledge the importance of involving 

Aboriginal performers in works pertaining to their culture, indeed generating the 

works from Aboriginal perspectives.   

Richard Mills’ Earth Poem/Sky Poem (1993), commissioned by the Darwin 

Symphony Orchestra, was written as a joint effort with the Galpu Wilderness and 

Elcho Island Dancers during a residency which included three weeks at Milingimbi, 

in the Northern Territory. Symphony Australia’s agreement with the dancers for an 

Adelaide Symphony Orchestra performance in 1998 was probably the first where a 

classical music organisation’s contract had specified the appearance of ‘one (1) singer 

of the dhuwa moiety, one (1) singer of the yirritja moiety.’ 

In 1997, Symphony Australia commissioned a work for the ASO from a group of 

Aboriginal musicians - Jardine Kiwat, Grayson Rotumah, Kerry McKenzie and Jensen 

Warusam, all lecturers at the Centre for Aboriginal Studies in Music. They worked 

with Chester Schultz for 18 months on a vocal/dance/instrumental piece which 

explored a range of tribal and Contact experiences. Performed at the 1998 Adelaide 

Festival, this was the first time Indigenous musicians had used the symphony 

orchestra as a mouthpiece for their own views about Stolen Generation issues and the 

place of tradition in modern life. 

In May 2003, the Sydney Symphony and Symphony Australia presented Journey to 

Horseshoe Bend, a symphonic cantata by Andrew Schultz and myself, based on an 

autobiographical account of a journey through the southern NT by T.G.H. Strehlow, 

his parents and Aboriginal friends in 1922. We were proud of capturing the rare mix 

of beliefs at Ntaria, that unique community, formerly Hermannsburg Mission, west of 

Alice Springs. The work made extensive use of traditional stories as related by 

Strehlow, as well as the Lutheran hymn, Wachet auf, now part of the Ntaria 

community’s repertoire as Kaarrerrai worlamparinyai, and sung by the Ntaria Ladies 

Choir. Njitiaka, whose part was written in Arrernte, was played by Aaron Pedersen, 

an actor of Arrernte/Arabana descent. We were conscious of cultural sensitivities. 

Njitiaka’s great-grandson, Doug Abbott, approved the libretto and attended 

performances, acknowledging the fact that he was the traditional bloke who could 

speak for the area covered by the novel.  

We eagerly await the West Australian Symphony Orchestra’s October premiere of 

Ooldea by their composer-in-residence Iain Grandage, composed in collaboration 

with the Elders of the Spinifex Lands. The work is a joint presentation with Perth’s 

Black Swan Theatre Company and WASO’s brochure says, ‘Ooldea is a meeting 

place in the Western Desert. It captures within its constantly shifting dunes a sense of 

captured history, a sense of buried time. Iain Grandage’s Ooldea is a place within 

which the music of Australia’s European ancestry shares a campfire with some of 

Australia’s traditional owners.’ Daisy Bates who lived at Ooldea soak imagining that 

she was softening the pillow of a dying race would be surprised.   



Composers have been influenced a number ways by the culture of Australia’s 

Aboriginal people but there is still some way to go. One could hope for a more 

profound engagement with Aboriginal music in the future since classical music is 

supposed to be the European’s stream of most profound musical discourse. 

 

G.K. Williams 

©2002/5 

 

A version of this was published in the Currency Companion to Music and Dance in 

Australia 

 

* With thanks to Neil Bell for the Pitjantjatjara title. 
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