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The eight compositions that form the cycle of gold and shadows share a concern with the
exploration of states of heightened awareness, and with the creation of evocative modes of musical
continuity arising from the use of ‘shards’ of familiar materials as starting points for free association.
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To pass through that gateway is to let go into mystery: existence dissolves into non-existence,
The two largest works in the cycle, de oro y sombra and shan shui (mountain – water), were inspired
music into silence, thought into the unknowable. We are always, in a phrase from Rilke which
by the mysterious symbolic spaces depicted in certain ancient Chinese landscape paintings, while the
Silvina took as the title of another composition, ‘surrounded by distance’. A similar evocation
Piano Phantasy and the piano duo in a bowl of grey-blue leaves inhabit a world of sensuous eroticism.
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to leave it to the interpretations of individual
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is that Liszt in there, and so on.

Each of the five sections of my setting is
introduced by a vocalise anticipating certain
richly sonorous words of the ensuing paragraph:
a sort of magical spell conjuring a mood, that
eventually finds confirmation in the barometer
reading as each paragraph of the prose-poem
comes to life.

while your sound lingered on in lions
and rocks (2016)
for two trumpets and harp
Inspired by Rodin’s sculpture Orpheus and
the Furies, my trio for two trumpets and harp
borrows its title from Rilke’s telling of the death
of Orpheus at the hands of the raging maenads:
They tore you to pieces at last, in a frenzy,
while your sound lingered on in lions and rocks,
and in trees and birds. You still sing there.
Rainer Maria Rilke (trans. David Young),
Sonnets to Orpheus, I, 26

shan shui (mountain – water) (2017)
for nonet
It has been said that the shan shui (‘mountain
– water’) style of Chinese painting goes against
the common definition of what a painting is – it
refutes colour, light and shadow and personal
brushwork. As the contemporary Chinese

painter Zhang Hongtu explains: ‘Shan shui
painting is not an open window for the viewer’s
eye; it is an object for the viewer’s mind. [It] is
more like a vehicle of philosophy.’
My shan shui (mountain – water) outlines a
dream-like form that relies on a small variety
of gestures. While sometimes behaving like
traditional musical ‘motives’, these can also
unfold without the expectations of classical
development, instead recalling the calligraphic
brushstrokes of ancient Chinese painting. This
way of composing was inspired by the pictorial
language of Guo Xi’s Early Spring, a late 11thcentury silk scroll regarded as the epitome of
Northern Song monumental landscape. The
entire piece consists of a slowly unfolding
processional ascent that falls into three segments
of increasingly shorter duration, the first one
extending for nearly two thirds of the work (as if
time had stopped) and the last consisting of just
a couple of evanescent phrases. While pictorially
inspired elements provided the material for the
piece and its framing devices, the composition’s
phraseology attempts to ‘translate’ the stylised
movements of the samurai and their concubines
in the opening procession of Kenji Mizoguchi’s
film Utamaro and his Five Women (1946).
The composition of shan shui was generously
supported by a Research Fellowship from the
Leverhulme Trust.
Introduction & notes © 2019 Silvina Milstein
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A Brief History of the Piano
80 Très-Sec
The humour is a little tart, as if to say: ‘This is what the fingers can do, so let them do it. But you and I
know very well that it is not quite enough.’ There: at a touch they are off again! The sky is Josiah-blue,
and the tutor’s wig has been laid aside for perspiration.

78 Beau-Fixe
How simple is melody, a natural continuity and variety: the seed, the shoot, the leaf, the flower, the
seed! The family assembles. Let us then have refrains, rondos, parterres, but nothing to disturb the
tranquillity of the afternoon.

76 Variable
In the furniture of our sensibility the green has modulated into gold, as the bee chooses nectar for the
hive and the orchard trees are cut into fretted sounding-boards. In a drawing-room you may now hear
whispers and the thudding of the heart at the same time, as the hands continue to move.

74 Vent ou Pluie
Why is it that the rose-and-ochre west brings a tear to the eye? The boy with his hand on the latch
of the garden gate is more likely to be leaving than arriving, and of any two notes the second will fall
away. Whatever may be carried across an evening lawn is the better for being only half-heard or left
untested. Where is everybody?

72 Tempête
All is lost! In a fury of isolation the hero’s hands descend together from shoulder-height as if to shut
the fiend at last in his thundering coffin. A crimson curtain rises to show him doing it again and again.
All is not lost!
© 2014 John Fuller
We acknowledge the use of this copyright material by kind permission of John Fuller:
‘A Brief History of the Piano’, from ‘Four Prose Poems’, The Dice Cup (Chatto & Windus, 2014).
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The eight compositions that form the cycle of gold and shadows share a concern with the
exploration of states of heightened awareness, and with the creation of evocative modes of musical
continuity arising from the use of ‘shards’ of familiar materials as starting points for free association.
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To pass through that gateway is to let go into mystery: existence dissolves into non-existence,
The two largest works in the cycle, de oro y sombra and shan shui (mountain – water), were inspired
music into silence, thought into the unknowable. We are always, in a phrase from Rilke which
by the mysterious symbolic spaces depicted in certain ancient Chinese landscape paintings, while the
Silvina took as the title of another composition, ‘surrounded by distance’. A similar evocation
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