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10 Living colours

An Asian-Pacific conceptual frame
for composition

Bruce Crossman

Mind and spirit

The raucous barrage of metal sounds of The Drunken Emperor Orders to Have His
Brother Executed as performed by the Paichangxi Repertoires of Cantonese Opera
jolted me alive. Hearing this riotous interpretation in Hong Kong’s Ko Shan The-
atre resonated with an earlier experience of Japanese calligraphy I had witnessed
some years earlier in Tokyo that struck me as similarly spirited.’ Miyata Ryohei’s
vigorous calligraphical strokes demonstrated how character is embodied in the
creative actions of calligraphy. These two aesthetic experiences made palpable for
me a duality that resides in all creative actions and their resulting artefacts. This
duality may be suggested by the concepts of the unspoken mind of the artist and
of the moving spirit. On one hand, the unspoken mind has historical bases in
the Greek idea of the ‘unspoken word*? or the Chinese idea of the ‘mind of the
artist’.® And on the other hand, the moving spirit has bases in the Judeo-Christian
idea of the ‘living word® (or spirit)* or in Chinese thought the dao ‘which moves
amongst things’.> This creative duality is refracted through and resident in the
artist and gives rise to both ‘irreducible individuality’® of the creative work and its
embodiment of the cultural identities of the artist. Not a simple fixed binary, this
duality generates works of a complex hybridity involving both the ‘spirit-led’ and
the identity formations of the artist.”

As a composer based in Australia, I consider my own compositional voice
as shaped by the complex hybridity that characterises Australia as a place of
Asian-Pacific cultures. As I conceive it, the hybridity of my compositional prac-
tice is formed from several features of the Asian-Pacific. These include: the
Japanese concept of ma, the blending of nature and art in Chinese thought,
sonorities of East and Southeast Asian music, and Chinese musical aesthetic of
a multi-art form.® I conceive this musical hybridity with the metaphor of fiving
colours, and in my music I engage with ma and its exploratory space, with the
colours of eastern Australia’s bush; the instrumental materials of traditional
Chinese move about as a metaphor and embodiment of spirit and specifically
engage with: ma’s exploratory space and shifting colour; the colours of east coast
Australian bush; the musical modes and instrumental resources (especially gongs)
of traditional Chinese, Korean, Filipino and Japanese music, and the gestural
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aesthetic of Chinese opera traditions that is both visual and sonic. The hybrid-
ity of my compositional language is also shaped by recent Western practices of
composition, including their notational conventions, instrumental resources, and
harmonic—rhythmic features.

In this chapter I consider three recent compositions, tracing the hybrid aes-
thetic each embodies. The works are: In Gentleness and Suddenness (2003), Not Broken
Bruised Reed (2009) and Gentleness—Suddenness (2012). In particular, 1 trace how my
aesthetic of #ving colours emerged from my experiences of Cantonese opera and
Japanese calligraphy, and how it reflects an attitude of openness or friendship, an
attitude requiring ‘lateral thinking’.? In another context, Steven Nuss has referred
to such an aesthetic hybridity as ‘cross-cultural action and interaction’, drawing
attention to the resonant cultural flux of such creative actions.'? For me, the cul-
tural interactions of the Asian-Pacific are a confluence of place and individual
creative actions that resonate in contemporary compositional practice as living col-
ours of musical sound.

Asian-Pacific context, connections and concepts

Within the Australian context and its region of the Asian-Pacific rim, a new vision
of connection between geopolitical entities has emerged recently. The Australian
Government’s 2012 White Paper re-envisages Australia as an integral part of Asia,
calling for greater connectedness within the region and a consequent diminish-
ing of connections with Europe.!! My musical aesthetic of living colours echoes
this geopolitical awareness in the cultural plane. Living colours draws both on the
early twentieth century emphasis amongst some French composers on a sensuous
colouring of the sound palette and on Asian-Pacific sonic references. Unlike the
French composers of the last century, however, my music does not build from
music of an exoticised Other but rather is generated from the sonic place of Aus-
tralia within the broader Asian-Pacific context — or as Said suggested, fving colours
is generated from a ‘geopolitical awareness into [the] aesthetic’.!?

The living colours aesthetic has links with more recent musical practices that
emphasise sonic colouring. For instance, in the latter half of the twentieth century
composers of the Spectral School, notably Tristan Murail and Gérard Grisey,
approach sound colour through the analysis of the spectral structure of specific
sounds.!® My own approach to sonic colour is more intuitive drawing generally
from the Asian-Pacific sound world. In the Australian context, Peter Sculthorpe
and Percy Grainger both engaged with this sound world, and my approach to
living colours extends this engagement but within a specific Confucian philosophical
context. Overall, the aesthetic of Aving colours draws on sonorities of the instru-
mental and harmonic resources of the Asian-Pacific and on the function of silence
as a manifestation of Japanese ma. For me, as an Australian composer, living col-
ours embraces multiple regional strands of thought, including: Judaic-Christian
thought from Australia’s British colonial roots; Confucian philosophy of ancient
China; and Zen Buddhism of Japan. I conceive my approach not as one of cul-
tural domination or absorption of the Other but rather as one of a fluid crossing
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between cultural borders and prominent beliefs within the Asian-Pacific —a crossing
that manifests as fving colour.

Lateral thinking, mind of the artist, and spirit

My compositional activity is grounded in a philosophical position that embraces
both Chinese and Judeo-Christian thought. I derive three tenets from this
thought, which have been briefly introduced earlier. These are: lateral thinking,
mind of the artist, and spirit. In the following, I consider each tenet in more
detail.

Lateral thinking

In his discussion of cross-cultural interactions, Steven Nuss builds upon ideas of
Michel Foucault and introduces the possibility of ‘thinking Chinese’, a possibility
that arises from the refusal to think through a politics of cultural boundaries.'*
Foucault questions the assumption that we cannot think as the Other. In The
Order of Things he writes: ‘But what is it impossible to think, and what type of
impossibility are we faced with here?’ In this he suggests that these impossibilities,
these boundaries are porous and can be broken down to allow a flow between
self and Other.'® Nuss employs this idea of thinking as the Other in his approach
to hearing Japan in the music of Takemitsu and he generalises it as a model of
cross-cultural hybridity.'® Through the lateral thinking of these border crossings
new possibilities of thinking emerge.

My aesthetic of living colours resonates with the lateral thinking of such
mid-twentieth century, French philosophical thought, even though it did not
originate from it. This thought has some useful parallels to the Daoist and
Judeo-Christian threads of my aesthetic. In particular, I draw attention to my
engagements with the knowing calligraphical actions of Miyata Ryohei and
the riotous sounds of Cantonese opera — both mentioned earlier. These lateral
engagements have been reinforced by other artistic encounters I have had in
the past: the fusion of modernist and traditional painting in the work of Wu
Guanzhong and Lui Shou-Kwan,!” and the abstract brush-stroke paintings of
my father, the New Zealand artist Wallace Crossman.'® Edmund Capon makes
explicit the link between such lateral engagements and the thought of Confucius
through the idea of the horizontal:

The great thing about Confucius is that he was a generalist — he practiced
horizontal thought, and I've always had it firmly fixed in my mind that great
ideas are horizontal in form, not vertical.!?

The significance of such a lateral approach to creativity in Chinese thought is
developed further by Edward Ho. He observes that the ancient Chinese literati
were expected to master the “four activities of calligraphy, painting, gin playing
and chess playing’.2 The venerable Chinese-American scholar and composer
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Chou Wen-Chung also observed that the practices of poetry, painting and music
in the Tang Dynasty employed the same aesthetics across the art-forms, and he
used this as a model for his own calligraphical-inspired music.?! And in a recent
article on practice-led research, Hazel Smith and Roger Dean observe that knowl-
edge is something ‘generalisable ... and transferable ...” between domains of
research, for instance between science and art, or calligraphy and music.2? Such
lateral thinking is an integral component of creative activity that gives rise to an
aesthetic of Luving colours.

Mind of the artist

The second tenet of my creative process, mind of the artist, builds upon the activ-
ities of lateral thinking and focuses them specifically on the unspoken mind of the
artist expressed musically. This unspoken mind is something that I sense, which I
touched on earlier, as the Greek ‘unspoken word’? and discuss later as Chinese
deyi,** which is expressed in sonorous musical gestures. For me this is a process
grounded in the sonic places of the Asian-Pacific with its rich confluences and
Jjuxtapositions. My experiences of the music-sonorous places of the Asia-Pacific
include Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, the Philippines and Australia. Nuss
nicely observes that cross-cultural border crossings move toward a new hybrid
space that does not entail negation of the self but rather the building of a new self
from the confluence of our own ‘personal baggage’ and the new encounters.? In
my own music, a unique hybridity arises from the trace elements of Chinese and
Filipino modes in harmonic colour constructions, the melodic lines and noise of
Chinese opera, especially that of Kungu and Cantonese practices, the metal sonor-
ities (especially the undampened vibration characteristic) emanating from South-
east Asian musical practices, and the musical gestures that embody Asian-Pacific
calligraphic movements.?®

This hybrid sonic palette arises from unspoken thought, from the creative
actions of me as the artist. Such unspoken but creative thought has a parallel in
the Chinese literati painter — both contemporary and ancient. Capon observes
that with the ancient literati painter ‘the landscape was but a metaphor — no artist
sought to record what the eye saw; it was all about how the mind and the heart
responded’.?” And in a more recent context, the new ink painter Lui Shou-Kwan
empbhasises this tradition’s ‘painting from the heart’.?® Curator Tang Hoichiu
reformulates the idea that art is generated from the heart as: the freedom ‘to
use different techniques and expressive devices to convey [one’s] own person-
ality and that of nature’.?® Changing the perspective from creator to partici-
pant, art historian Yang Xin focuses attention on the ‘mind of the artist: ‘Deyi,
“getting the idea” of the image in the artist’s mind, becomes the chief point to
grasp when looking at a painting. The viewer has to go beyond the image to the
implied meaning’.*? In my own creative practice and aesthetic, I strive to have
in mind a sonic thought — a sonic essence — that embodies the complex cultural
hybridity of the Asian-Pacific and that arises from my own unspoken thought
within this context.
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Spirit
The third and most important tenet of lzing colours, spirit, extends the issues of the
cultural hybridity residing and expressed through the mind of the artist into the
domain of the creative artefact. In short, sounding music emerges as a moving laby-
rinth of colours, both timbres and interval-colours, embodied by a heart-felt impulse
acting as spirit. This sense of the moving spirit resonates with the Judeo-Christian
idea of ‘hovering over the waters’ and the Jewish association of the word with ‘God’
as spirit.>! This notion of spirit also finds expression in Chinese thought, as Chou
Wen-Chung observes, in the idea of dao. According to philosopher Zhuang Zi dao
is that which ‘moves amongst things’.32 Further, Chou understands creative activity
as ‘achieving the ultimate truth or the supreme understanding’ — as achieving da0.3
In both Judeo-Christian and Chinese thought, creativity is related to the move-
ment of the spirit toward an ultimate being or enlightenment. In musical terms
this movement generates specific musical gestures, for instance gestures which may
be described on one hand in my own words as ‘sudden sensuousness amid silence’
or on the other as a paraphrase of Chinese scholar Edward Ho’s ideas of “forceful
energy with residual resonance’.** These differing energy levels play a generative
role in Chinese thought. Ho clarifies with reference to the concept of gi:

Q% is air in motion or energy with the power to transmit force, to sustain
a motion and to communicate between realms; it is vitality; it essentially
involves breathing ... Qi is the creative force that begins, sustains and com-
pletes a work of art, without which there is no life.%

In summary, my creative process is itself a hybrid within the place of the Asian-
Pacific, moving laterally across boundaries, resonating with the unspoken mind of
the artist, and guided by the spirit. Reframing Nuss’s idea of ‘thinking Chinese’,
I strive to be a ‘participating Asian-Pacific’ though an intercultural journey of
friendship.%®

My music

In the following discussion, I consider specific instances in my music that point to the
aesthetic of lwing colours. The discussion is organised around three themes deriving
from the Asian-Pacific context: ma, sounding materialities, and colour confluences.

Ma: Musical structure

Writing about the Japanese shakuhachi honkyoku tradition, Jim Franklin provides an
elegant entry into the concept of ma in a musical context:

"The word ma means ‘interval’ in many contexts, one of them being an interval
of time. This interval is not simply of physical duration, but is also a gateway
through which a possibly undefinable ‘something’ may present itself.%’
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My creative awakening to ‘hearing Japanese’, following Nuss, was through
friendship with two distinguished skakuhachi performers: Jim Franklin is from
Australia and Kawamuru Taizan is from Japan. From 2002 to 2003, Franklin, a
shihan (or master) shakuhachi player, had an office adjacent to me at Western
Sydney University. Our friendship involved the sharing of ideas and sound,
and I was particularly interested in how Franklin articulated the Zen Buddhist
idea of exploring ‘inside-the-note’. In my music, I approached this explora-
tion of sound through the single musical moment as a form of ma. A musical
interval of time then serves as a ‘gateway’ through which subtle timbre changes
take performers and listeners ‘inside-the-note’ in Franklin’s sense. As a gift to
Franklin, I composed a solo shakuhachi work, In Gentleness and Suddenness (2003).
Example 10.1 cites the opening 12 bars of the piece, exemplifying the various
timbral features that allow the shakuhachi player to explore inside-the-note. The
music combines this momentary focus on sound with a large-scale structuring,
a compositional trace of my prior training in recent Western compositional
practices.®

A couple of years later, I had the opportunity to meet and work with
Kawamuru Taizan at the 2010 Asian Music Festival in Tokyo. In preparation
for a performance of In Gentleness and Suddenness (shakuhachi), I met with Taizan
and the festival director and composer Matsushita Isao who acted as translator.
After moments of friendship over green tea, we collaborated on the interpre-
tation and sense of the music. Taizan gave an impassioned and spacious per-
formance that intensely projected the living colour aesthetic, and in particular
I was impressed by how he created a noise component of high upper partials
which sounded like a pure whistling 3* My score calls for the use of noise within

Extremely Slow
. [half-breath
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Example 10.1 Crossman, In Gentleness and Suddenness (shakuhachi), inside-the-note, bars 1-12.
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the notes, but I was particularly delighted by how Taizan explored inside-
the-note with this whistling upper partial. My musical exchanges with Taizan
affected me profoundly and influenced a later work Gentleness—Suddenness, which
I discuss shortly.

Sounding materialities: The Asian-Pacific

The materiality of music is an important indicator of place as a geographical and
cultural site. In my own music my situation as a resident of the Asian-Pacific reso-
nates in what I earlier referred to as the unspoken mind of the artist. The musical
materials of the Asian-Pacific are such things as the ancient Filipino kulintang
gong-chimes and the small Japanese Temple Bowl, both imbued with placial asso-
ciations retained in a hybrid context.*® The placial materiality of sounds is also
traceable to the modal structures of Southeast and East Asian music; structures
that are inscribed in instrumental design and that generate identifiable sonorities.
My use of these materialities allows me to enter into a mode of ‘participating
“Japanese™ (following Nuss).*' These modes of participation extend even further
into to the rhythmic fluctuations of ma, the wriggling gestures of Japanese callig-
raphy and silences of Chinese landscape painting.

Such materialities of sound may be traced in my work Not Broken Bruised Reed
(violin, piano, percussion) (2009) through the particular concept of resonance.*?
At the centre of this piece is an exploration of resonance — either through the
brutal excitation of dampened strings or the gentle vibrations of a Southeast and
East Asian gong.

The harmony of Not Broken Bruised Reed is characterised by two principles of
resonance: interval-colour and altered timbres. Interval-colours are generated by
mixing the Filipino kulintang gong-chime mode, the pentatonic Chinese Shang-
tizo mode, and Western chromatic sonorities.*> I use the tuning of the Atherton
kulintang** and one additional gong-chime from Western Sydney University set as
part of the basis for my harmonic language. I drew from these pentatonic and
whole-tone sounds. These kuliniang materials are juxtaposed against chromatic
sonorities using overtone structures, in a French spectral-like approach, as an
approximate guide to the spacing of the pitches. The interval-colours (m3, M2)
recur across both sonority types to unify the overall resonance (see Examples 10.2
and 10.3).
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Example 10.2 Philippine Kulintang (Atherton and Western Sydney University gong-sets) —
pentatonic and whole-tone materials.
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Example 10.4 Crossman, Not Broken Bruised Reed, altered resonances, bars 1-6.

The second principle of resonance involves altered timbres to intensify
the effect of ling colours in Not Broken Bruised Reed. In order to alter the timbres of the
piano, a sound also inspired by Asian gongs, the pianist stops a string inside the
piano while simultaneously striking the corresponding key and holding the sustain
pedal down. I conceive of this as a ‘bruised sound’ since harmonics are added to
the natural resonance of the piano sounds. Example 10.4 cites the opening six
bars of the piece, showing the performance details of this technique. The effect
of living colour is enhanced by changes in where the piano string is stopped inside
the piano, eliciting changes in the upper partials, and the string is brutally excited
by a sforzando attack which generates a sustained resonance. The brutal attack and
its subsequent lingering resonant tension draw on two Asian-Pacific concepts in
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particular, Japanese ma and Korean after-tone.*> In Not Broken Bruised Reed, the res-
onant principle of altered sounds finds inspiration in the Japanese concept of ma in
Noh theatre when after the actor’s gesture ‘[a] feeling of concentrated intensity in
the depths of the actor’s heart is sensed by the audience, and thus the silent pauses

are made interesting’.*®

Colour confluences

Gentleness—Suddenness, a work for mezzo-soprano, violin, percussion and piano, my
aesthetic of fving colours develops from the vibrancy of cross-art practices in an
East Asian context.*” The second movement, entitled ‘Spirit’, is particularly note-
worthy since it was composed after my experiences with Cantonese opera,
Japanese calligraphy and a Japanese shakuhachi master discussed above. The music
is characterised by raucous juxtapositions and wriggling lines and there is a strong
timbral presence of metal gongs — all sounds reflective of my recent experience.
And at around the same time, I also became interested in nature and abstract
painting as sources for musical creativity.

Overall, Gentleness—Suddenness is a meditation on the nature of love and
creativity. The text for the work brings together passages from the classic Kunqu
opera The Peony Pavilion: Mudan ting by Tang Xianzu,*® and from Genesis, Song
of Songs, Psalms and Revelation of the Judeo-Christian Bible.*® The work focuses
on a specific part of the Peony Pavilion’s story of love between two young people
and links this story to the Judeo-Christian idea of spiritual life in the Biblical
passages.”® The text of the Peony Pavilion story is both sensual and spiritual in
nature, and echoes closely the Judeo-Christian idea of spiritual life. These char-
acteristics are present in the short passage cited here from the English translation
by Lindy Li Mark:

This brief moment is made in heaven,
‘Pillowed on grass, bedded among flowers.
Red petals dot billowing hair,

Jade hairpin loose to one side.

Holding you tight, ever so tenderly;
Flesh to flesh ...

Such sun rouged blush, damp with rain.”!

One short passage from the second movement, ‘Spirit’, of Gentleness—Suddenness
demonstrates the confluence of ideas. Example 10.5 cites bars 127-131, which
Jjuxtapose the text “Zhe yi sha tian’ (This brief moment) with “The angel showed
me the river’ from the Peony Pavilion and Bible respectively.>? These texts of sensu-
ous spirituality create cross-cultural confluences that are echoed sonically by my
own personal interval-colour sonorities, Kungu inspired-melodic fragments, metal
timbres from the Japanese Temple Bowl, the soft kulintang gong-chimes, and the
wriggling Chinese opera-influenced vocal lines.
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Example 10.5 Crossman, Gentleness—Suddenness, ‘Spirit’, intense confluence, bars 127-131.

This confluence of multiple Asian-Pacific features in Gentleness—Suddenness
echoes the giyun philosophy of the Chinese literati: the vigorous energy of ¢iin the
metal timbres and the figures of Chinese opera is juxtaposed with the yun in the
resonant sounds of the kulintang gongs and mezzo-soprano line.

This brief moment of Asian-Pacific confluence of sounds and words also
draws inspiration from nature and abstract art. In the realm of abstract art,
I found creative energy from the pastel Shanghai Marks IT by Wallace Crossman.>®
The painting has several upward spurting gestures of reds, pinks and blues that
I rendered musically in the juxtapositions of several wriggling instrumental and
vocal lines. And in Gentleness—Suddenness the juxtapositions of colour confluences
amidst moments of pregnant silence echoes the juxtapositions I experience
in nature. For instance, in the Mulgoa Nature Reserve the early flowering of
vibrant pink flowers singing amidst green foliage stands in stark contrast to the
muted colours of the bush.”*

Concluding remarks

My compositional practice over the last decade grows from a broad philosophical,
material, and placial context of the Asian-Pacific. The multiplicity of changes
within and across the sounds of the music seem to me as if they brood, as if they
respond to the spiritual hovering described in Genesis or the movement of dao. My
musical creations arise from an intuitive approach — an ‘unspoken’ and ‘living’
word — which situates itself as Judeo-Christian knowing or as a Zen Buddhist
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“isness’.>° This latter concept is further developed by Suzuki in reference discussing
Zen artistic practices:

The artist’s world is one of free creation, and this can only come from intui-
tions directly and immediately rising from the isness of things, unhampered
by senses and intellect.%®

My music embodies not only Suzuki’s sense of the creative freedom of intuition
but also Nuss’s sense of the freedom from cultural silos and freedom toward cross-
cultural interactions of ‘constant flux’.>’ Such a freedom of constant flux takes
shape in a personal hybridity arising from the Asian-Pacific context. I conceive my
music as free-spirited yet anchored in the living colours of the Asian-Pacific and
its philosophical, material and placial confluences. It is from these confluences that
my aesthetic of Zving colours thrives.
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11 Kawaii aesthetics and
the exchange between
anime and music

Paul Smuth

While many composers find inspiration in the musical works of others, a recent
period of my compositional work has been interested not in the musical but in ren-
dering the visual as musical. Going against the dominant musical pedagogy of stud-
ying composers and musical techniques, I have looked to Japanese anime, animated
cartoons, as my source of artistic influence and found in the shapes, colours, tones
and contours of animation everything I need to compose music. An added benefit of
this is that it forces a correlation and consideration between the boundaries of artis-
tic languages and sensory media. For a period in 2010 I was specifically interested
in the way anime portrayed the Japanese aesthetic known as kawaii, which trans-
lates approximately as cuteness or cute. Writing for the Italian pianist Antonietta
Lofreddo at this time, I was interested in composing music that explored childhood.
As my own childhood was populated with cute anime characters, I took this as my
creative impetus. The result was a four movement suite for piano I named the Kawait
Suzte. The artistic act of writing four pieces of music drawing on kawaii aesthetics has
forced me as a composer to consider the dynamic relationship between music and
source material, particularly as the source material in this case is two-fold involv-
ing both the kawaii aesthetic more generally and the specific anime characters. To
destabilise any formal qualities of authorship that may be used to view my process,
I prefer to consider my music from this period as similar to a work of translation,
which Zeller defines as ‘a work of art emanating from another author’s context’.!

I qualify my act as ‘artistic’ to distinguish it from creative acts that exist outside
art, and to affirm that a theoretical relationship between material and act was not
at the front of my mind while composing. During the artistic act I was composing
and being inspired by the visuals; now I consider my process from a critical per-
spective. In some ways, then, I explore my music as an outsider who objectively
assesses the music and its relationship with anime and the kawaii aesthetic, but I
am also privy to the specific compositional choices that occurred — choices that are
centra} to this discussion.

Rather than writing music that drew on the kawaii aesthetic broadly, I chose
specific iterations of the kawaii aesthetic and used these as the impetus for my
music. This has had surprising effects on how my music relates to and communi-
cates with both the kawaii aesthetic and the original Japanese anime characters.
Rather than a direct flow of influence, kawaii-ness to anime to music, I suggest that
a more dynamic and communicative dialogue exists between the three.



