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Elena Kats-Chernin b. 1957

Wild Swans Concert Suite [36’47]
1 Green Leaf 2’39
2 Eliza Aria 3’17
3 Brothers 1’50
4 Wicked Witch 1’51
5 Magic Spell Tango 3’42
6 Good Fairy 3’16
7 Knitting Nettles 3’17
8 Darkness in the Forest 3’43
9 Eliza and the Prince 3’55
0 Glow Worms 1’28
! Mute Princess 3’50
@ Transformation 3’59

Jane Sheldon soprano

Piano Concerto No. 2 [18’23]
£ I 5’34
$ II 4’08
% III 2’47
^ IV 5’54

Ian Munro piano

& Mythic 11’28

Total Playing Time 66’41

Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra

Ola Rudner conductor
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Writing music, says Elena Kats-Chernin, is like a
game of ‘What if?’ – combining sounds like a
chef creating a new dish. A little of this, a little
of that; a base of familiar flavours, but with a
startling new ingredient somewhere to lift the
whole meal. ‘What happens if, for example,
amidst the whole texture of everything, out of
the blue I have a very high held piccolo tone?’
she suggested in an interview with Patricia
Shaw in 1997. ‘What I really like most is a very
strange sound combined with a very normal
sound. I might put a tremolo behind the bridge
in the cello with a simple chord in the piano, and
maybe a hugely muted sound on the trombone,
and the combination of the three will be unique.’
Creating something unique is important to Kats-
Chernin, who hates the idea of being
predictable. Every piece is a challenge to
surprise her audience: ‘I say, “What is now
expected of me?,” and try to do the opposite.’
Her orchestral work Mythic is a case in point: 

A few years after my return to Australia, the
Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra commissioned
me to write a lively orchestral work that they
could premiere and play on tour. The resulting
piece, Heaven Is Closed, is a quick, energetic,
rhythmically driven work. Thus, when the
Orchestra asked me for a new piece, my instinct
was to write something totally different. It grew
out of a passacaglia-like chordal progression
which had grabbed hold of me and wouldn’t let
go. I wanted to attempt a direction I had not

explored previously, and that was to stay in a
slow, dark mood for a lengthy period and to see
where that took me. Eventually it grew into a
kind of a hymn with variations, sometimes
almost Romantic, that made extensive use of
the Orchestra’s brass section. The title Mythic
refers to the mental image I had of musically
entering into a large, mythical cave.

Kats-Chernin is, as Jane Stanley points out, a
bricoleur, that untranslatable French expression
for the handyperson type who is always
collecting things and squirreling them away in
case they might come in useful later on. In her
music there are references to everything from
klezmer to minimalism to the Russian Romantics
to jazz. Her extensive background in the theatre
– she produced music for ballets and many
soundtracks for theatre productions in Hamburg,
Bochum and Vienna, and indeed from 1985 to
1989 wrote nothing but music for the stage – is
probably an influence here: music has a
particular associative power in the theatre, and a
simple gesture, even a cliché, can evoke whole
worlds. But Kats-Chernin’s ‘found objects’ are
not just thrown together at random: ‘It’s not just
grabbed material. I make something else out of
it – I go a bit beyond. I mean, the word
“beyond” is very important in my music.’

Taking as her inspiration often a single idea – a
chord, a rhythm or even one note – Kats-Chernin
pushes her material to its limits, manipulating it 
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in varied and often unpredictable ways. ‘Post-
minimalist’ is the label often applied, and there
are certainly echoes of Adams or Reich. ‘One
thing that’s really important for me is that, no
matter what I write, it should always be a bit
extreme. If it’s soft, it’s very soft; if it’s loud,
then loud; if it’s fast, very fast; if it’s thick, it’s
very thick; and if it’s extreme registers, it’s very
extreme registers. It’s also contrasting: I jump
from one to another. It’s almost like being in
crisis the whole time, but this is my nature.’
Many of her works are built up out of short
sections; as she explained to Rita Williams in
2002, ‘I now actually like to write pieces in
movements which are only about two or three
minutes each. That’s quite fun to do, because in
a short time you can say quite a lot, but at the
same time you don’t have to dwell into this
incredible development which is very, very
tedious a lot of times’ – a collage-like effect
rather than the more traditional approach of
smooth transitions.

Her love of extremes is at least partly the legacy
of her composition training with musicologist
Richard Toop and in Germany with modernist
composer Helmut Lachenmann. More recently,
her Russian heritage – she was born in Tashkent,
Uzbekistan, and migrated to Australia at the age
of 17 – has been making its presence felt: as
Rita Williams has noted, many performers and
listeners recognise in her music ‘the subterfuge
of Shostakovich, the drama of Stravinsky, the

romanticism of Rachmaninov.’ Her own favourite
composers include Kurtág and Scelsi: Kurtág for
his willingness to return to the basic elements
of scales and common chords while at the same
time opening up new kinds of sound worlds,
and Scelsi for his intensely concentrated writing,
beginning often with a single note.

Her own music is energetic and often
exuberant. It’s also very physical, as she pointed
out to Patricia Shaw: ‘I’m an intuitive rather than
a cerebral composer. I’m also interested in the
physicality of a performance…If I write a cluster
[in a piano work], it’s not only because I desire
this particular sound, but also because I like to
see the hand jump up and then fall onto the
keyboard with that cluster. It’s the energy, the
gesture of hands, of the body, together with the
aural perception.’

That energy comes into its own in her writing for
dance. Wild Swans (2003) is her most recent
work in this genre: a collaboration for the
Australian Ballet with choreographer Meryl
Tankard, who also worked with Kats-Chernin on
the Deep Sea Dreaming segment of the 2000
Sydney Olympic Games Opening Ceremony. The
story comes from Hans Christian Andersen: the
young girl Eliza is driven from her home by her
wicked stepmother, who turns her eleven
brothers into wild swans. To break the spell, Eliza
must knit eleven coats out of stinging nettles,
find the swans, and dress them in their jackets – 
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all the while keeping silent, as the months
lengthen into years. The music has a lightness
and clarity ideally suited to the fairytale world of
the story, but it also has a bittersweet quality
and many of the episodes are profoundly
haunting, thanks often to Kats-Chernin’s use of a
single soprano voice among the instruments,
wordless as Eliza is bereft of words. 

The ballet was premiered in the Sydney Opera
House, and also included in the Australian
Ballet’s Melbourne season that year. The idea for
the suite was born a few months after,
encouraged by the Tasmanian Symphony
Orchestra and ABC Classics, who were keen to
include it on this recording. The first thing I
needed to do was work out a system of how to
change a 90-minute through-composed score
into a half-hour suite of 12 discrete movements.
Which bits to use and which to leave out? I
asked two musician friends, Marina Voyskun and
Chris Latham, whose opinion I trusted to make
choices, then all three of us compared lists: the
pieces that we all chose went into the final
round of selection, so to speak. It was also
important to me to keep the narrative plausible.
For that reason I had to take liberties and
occasionally change the title of a movement
from the original ballet. Not only did beginnings
and endings have to be worked out for the
suite, sometimes whole chunks of music had to
be cut out and replaced. The soprano line was
added to a number of movements where it was
not originally present.

Green Leaf
This was the basis for the overture in the
original score; the characters were seen as
silhouettes behind the screen. Here it describes
the young princess Eliza playing with a green
leaf, making a hole in it and looking through it
and imagining far away exotic places.

Eliza Aria
In the ballet this was the moment Eliza was
introduced. It is the naïve and light quality of the
princess that was of interest to me.

Brothers
The eleven brothers of Eliza are having a fun
dance in their house slippers.

Wicked Witch
This was one of the movements that we three
had different opinions about. It is the most
dissonant piece on the CD and it breaks the
harmonious overall sound, but even though it is
disruptive musically, I felt that it was an
important moment for the narrative of the fairy
tale to make sense.

Magic Spell Tango
Here the witch seduces the King, father of Eliza
and the eleven boys, into marrying her, and she
transforms the boys into wild swans. For this
movement I chose alto saxophone as a solo line,
in both versions.

Good Fairy
Eliza goes on the search for her brothers and



more conventional piece, at least in its structure.
Whereas my First Piano Concerto was strongly
rhythmic and percussive in nature, I wanted to
write a more lyrical and unashamedly melodic
work for Ian Munro whose playing has always
captivated me with its poetry. Rather than taking
off with a bang, like the First Concerto, I opted
for a more atmospheric and reflective start, not
unlike my earlier work Purple Prelude.

The second movement pays tribute to my
mother, who was diagnosed with a terminal
illness at the time I was writing it. She was an
amateur pianist who was passionate about
Chopin’s waltzes, which she used to play to my
sister and me when we were kids. I quoted
fragments of these and a couple of other works
of Chopin, and used these very brief motifs to
fashion a blues-like interlude.

The third movement, in contrast to the first 
two, is much less harmonious – more of an ‘in
your face’ cabaret style, short, fast and loud, 
and where the piano is mostly in strenuous
disagreement with the orchestra.

The fourth movement begins with a few
repetitive phrases which build up like waves and
culminate in soaring melodic outpourings. At the
end of the work I returned to the themes of the
other three movements, so that the coda forms
a summary of the whole concerto.

Natalie Shea / Elena Kats-Chernin

Elena Kats-Chernin

Born in Tashkent, Elena Kats-Chernin received
her musical training in Yaroslavl and Moscow
before emigrating from the former Soviet Union
to Australia in 1975. She studied composition
with Richard Toop, graduating in 1980, and then
studied with Helmut Lachenmann in Hanover
with the assistance of a DAAD Fellowship.
Whilst in Europe she became active composing
for theatre and ballet in Germany. 

Since returning to Australia in 1994, she has
written three operas, two piano concertos and
works for many performers and ensembles,
including The Song Company, Sydney Alpha
Ensemble, Bang on a Can All-Stars, the
Australian Chamber Orchestra, the Sydney
Symphony and the Adelaide and Tasmanian
Symphony Orchestras. She has also won
numerous awards including the Jean Bogan
Memorial Prize (1995), Peggy Glanville-Hicks
residential Fellowship (1996) and the 1995
Sounds Australian Award for best composition.
Her music featured at the opening ceremonies
of the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games and the
2003 Rugby World Cup. The score for the ballet
Wild Swans, choreographed by Meryl Tankard for
the Australian Ballet in 2003, won a Green Room
Award as well as the 2004 Helpmann Award for
the best original score. In 2004 Elena Kats-
Chernin received a two-year Fellowship from the
Australia Council to write a dance/theatre project
with Meryl Tankard.
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encounters the good fairy, who explains how the
spell can be broken.

Knitting Nettles
The percussion in this movement is quite
descriptive of the knitting needles. Here I joined
two of the ballet movements together, Knitting
and Tarantella, the latter describing the conflict
between the good fairy and the wicked witch.

Darkness in the Forest
Eliza is going quietly about her task,
courageously, in spite of darkness and
uncertainty and the pain in her fingers.

Eliza and the Prince
The two meet in the forest and fall in love 
and marry.

Glow Worms
The princess, now married, is still continuing the
knitting. While collecting nettles, she encounters
glow worms which help her see in the dark and
find the nettles.

Mute Princess
Throughout the courtship and wedding and
marriage so far Eliza has not uttered a word. It is
getting harder and harder for her to continue her
knitting work as she cannot defend herself
against all the gossip.

Transformation
The gossiping tongues of the kingdom have
managed to convince everyone (except the

prince, of course) that Eliza is a witch and she is
about to be burned at the stake. At the last
minute, the wild swans fly in; she throws the
jackets to them, and they are restored to their
human form – but she has not had time to finish
the very last coat, which has only one sleeve, so
her youngest brother is left with one swan’s
wing. This movement finishes with a return to
the Green Leaf theme, as the finale.

Kats-Chernin’s own instrument is the piano: one
of those embarrassing family stories tells of her
mother and older sister walking in one day to
find the six-year-old Elena, who had never had a
piano lesson in her life, playing Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata. She graduated from the NSW
Conservatorium of Music in both piano
performance and composition, and these two
dimensions continue to intersect, as she mainly
composes at the keyboard: ‘Even if I simply sit
at the piano and don’t touch a note, I get
ideas…The piano’s my friend. If I feel like it, 
I just start improvising whatever and just get
away and can escape and come back – I can
relax at the piano, or write at the piano. My
table’s usually busy with other things!’

Her first piano concerto was written for Stephanie
McCallum and premiered in 2000. In 2002, she
completed her Second Piano Concerto:

After having written my first piano concerto,
which is an extensive 12-movement work called
Displaced Dances, I felt the need to write a
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Australia and New Zealand in recitals, chamber
music and concerto performances.

Born in Melbourne, Ian Munro studied piano there
under Roy Shepherd, a pupil of Alfred Cortot, and
later in Vienna, London and Italy with Noretta
Conci, Guido Agosti and Michele Campanella. Ian
Munro has also composed since childhood. He
recently played his Queen Elisabeth Prize-winning
piano concerto Dreams at the Hermitage Theatre
in St Petersburg. His major work in progress is a
symphony in homage to the Australian poet
Judith Wright. Blue Rags, written for the
Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra, celebrates
ragtime and novelty piano stars like Scott Joplin,
Zez Confrey and William Bolcom. A concerto for
TSO Principal Cello Sue-Ellen Paulsen will form a
companion piece to Aus tiefer Noth, for Sydney
Symphony Principal Viola Esther van Stralen. 

Ola Rudner

Swedish-born Ola Rudner began his career as a
violinist – he is a prize winner of the Paganini
Competition in Genoa and in 1979 was awarded
the annual prize of the Association of Critics in
Copenhagen. After ten years as a soloist he took
up conducting, and has been Kapellmeister at
the Vienna Volksoper, Artistic Director of
Philharmonia Wien and Principal Conductor and
Artistic Adviser of the Tasmanian Symphony
Orchestra. In 2004 he took up the position of
Chief Conductor of the Haydn Orchestra in Italy.

Conducting highlights include work with the
Sydney Symphony, West Australian Symphony
Orchestra, The Queensland Orchestra, Bergen,
Belgrade and Oslo Philharmonic Orchestras,
Scottish and Swedish Chamber Orchestras,
Stockholm Sinfonietta, Thüringen Philharmonie,
Gothenburg, Aalborg, Trondheim and Erzgebirge
Symphony Orchestras, Frankfurt and Swedish
Radio Orchestras, NTO Tonkünstler Orchestra,
Vienna Volksoper, Izmir State Symphony, BBC
Symphony Orchestra, Haydn Orchestra,
Deutsche Kammerphilharmonie and Latvian
National Symphony Orchestra.

His debut in 2001 with Opera Australia at the
Sydney Opera House (The Gypsy Princess and
Così fan tutte) immediately led to new
engagements for 2002: Fidelio in the Sydney
summer season and The Marriage of Figaro in
the Melbourne spring season, and a concert
with the Australian Opera and Ballet Orchestra
and the Opera Australia Chorus performing
Mozart’s Symphony No.25 in G minor and
Brahms’ German Requiem. In recent seasons he
has also directed modules of Symphony
Australia’s Conductor Development Program.

Engagements in 2004 included a European tour
with the Philharmonia Wien, concerts with the
Haydn Orchestra, Stuttgart Radio Orchestra, RAI
Orchestra Turin, Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra
and the Sydney Symphony and, for Opera
Australia, The Magic Flute in Sydney.
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Jane Sheldon

Soprano Jane Sheldon has been singing
professionally since the age of 15. After training
with the Sydney Children’s Choir and Gondwana
Voices, she has gone on to work with some of
Australia’s finest ensembles and musicians. An
enthusiastic performer of contemporary music,
Jane Sheldon’s musical interests are diverse. She
has performed with Synergy Percussion, Aark
Ensemble, the Sydney Alpha Ensemble and with
Halcyon’s Alison Morgan. She has sung works by
composers including Ross Edwards, George
Crumb, Elliott Gyger, Steve Reich, Nigel Butterley,
John Tavener and Peter Sculthorpe. She has
recently appeared with early music specialist
Tommie Andersson performing works by
Monteverdi and Rossi, and with Melbourne early
music project Past Echoes in a concert of Bach,
Couperin and Telemann. She has worked on a
number of film, television and theatre scores
including the Golden Globe-nominated soundtrack
to the telemovie On the Beach and performances
by the Australian Theatre for Young People. 2005
sees her first appearance for the New Music
Network, as a member of contemporary 
electro-acoustic ensemble Gauche. 

As an ensemble singer Jane Sheldon has
performed with the Australian Chamber
Orchestra Voices and the Brandenburg Choir and
is a member of Cantillation, under the direction
of Antony Walker. As a member of this group,
she records regularly for ABC Classics, and has

worked with Sinfonia Australis, the Sydney
Symphony and the Melbourne Symphony
Orchestra, Australian Virtuosi and Pinchgut
Opera, and has appeared in the Sydney Festival.

Jane Sheldon’s first solo recording, Song of the
Angel, was released by ABC Classics in 2002.
She has appeared as a soloist on a number of
ABC releases including Swooning, Allegri
Miserere, Prayer for Peace and The Classic 100
and is a guest artist on Teddy Tahu Rhodes’ ARIA
Award-winning album The Voice.

Ian Munro

Ian Munro’s career has taken him to 30 countries
in Europe, Asia, North America and Australasia.
His award in 2003 of the Premier Grand Prix at
the Queen Elisabeth International Competition
for composers (Belgium) is a unique achievement
for an Australian and follows on from multiple
prizes in international piano competitions in Spain
(Maria Canals), Italy (Busoni), Portugal (Vianna da
Motta) and the UK, where his second prize at the
Leeds International Piano Competition in 1987
established his international profile. 

Ian Munro returned to Australia in 1995 and was
appointed a core member of the Australia
Ensemble in Sydney in 2000. During the last two
seasons he has played concertos by Edwards,
Gershwin, Kats-Chernin, Mozart, Munro and
Ravel, and toured to the UK, Russia, Belgium,
Italy, Switzerland, Uzbekistan and throughout
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Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra

Sebastian Lang-Lessing Chief Conductor & Artistic Director

The Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra is acclaimed as one of the world’s finest small orchestras.
German-born Sebastian Lang-Lessing is the orchestra’s Chief Conductor and Artistic Director.

The TSO presents an exciting and diverse annual concert series in Hobart and Launceston as 
well as concerts in regional centres. With a full-time playing strength of 47 musicians, its core
repertoire is that of the Classical and early Romantic periods. It is, however, a versatile orchestra,
performing repertoire from Baroque to jazz, popular music, opera and ballet, and is recognised for
championing contemporary music.

The TSO records regularly for radio broadcasts, compact discs and soundtracks for television and film.
It was the first Australian orchestra to record the complete Beethoven symphonies, and its recent
recordings on international and Australian labels have been received with critical acclaim. In 2003, the
orchestra launched its Australian Music Program and in 2004 released the first recordings of orchestral
music as part of the TSO Australian Composer Series.

Encouragement of young talent is of paramount importance to the TSO. It provides an education
program and collaborates extensively on a range of programs with Symphony Australia, the Australian
Youth Orchestra and the Australian Music Centre.

The TSO has performed in most of the major Australian festivals and regularly travels to mainland
Australia, touring both capital cities and regional centres. It has performed in Greece, Israel, Indonesia,
South Korea, China, Argentina, Canada and the USA.
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Recorded 16-19 August 2004 at the Federation
Concert Hall, Hobart.

Wild Swans Concert Suite is adapted from the full-
length ballet Wild Swans. The ballet was co-
commissioned by the Australian Ballet and the Sydney
Opera House, and was given its world premiere on 
29 April 2003 at the Sydney Opera House.

Piano Concerto No. 2 was commissioned by Tall
Poppies Records with assistance from the Australian
Government through the Australia Council, its arts
funding and advisory body, and the Vale of 
Glamorgan Festival.

Mythic was commissioned by Symphony Australia for
the Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra with financial
assistance from the Australian Government through the
Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.

The music of Elena Kats-Chernin is published by
Boosey & Hawkes.

� 2005 Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
© 2005 Australian Broadcasting Corporation. Distributed in
Australia by Universal Music Group, under exclusive
licence. Made in Australia. All rights of the owner of
copyright reserved. Any copying, renting, lending,
diffusion, public performance or broadcast of this record
without the authority of the copyright owner is prohibited.


