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Tabuh-Tabuhan was composed in Mexico in 1936, and performed before the ink was 
barely dry by Carlos Chavez and the National Orchestra of Mexico City. It was written 
after I had already spent four years in Bali engaged in musical research, and is largely 
inspired, especially in its orchestration, by the various methods I had learned of Balinese 
gamelan technic. The title of the work derives from the Baliness word tabuh, originally 
meaning the mallet used for striking a percussion instrument, but extended to mean strike 
or beat - the drum, a gong xylophone or metallophone. Tabuh-Tabuhan is thus a Balinese 
collective noun, meaning different drum rhythms, metric forms, gong punctuations, 
gamelans, and music essentially percussive.

Although Tabuh-Tabuhan makes much use of Balinese musical material. I consider it a 
purely personal work in which Balinese and composed motifs, melodies and rhythms 
have been fused to a symphonic work. Balinese music never rises to an emotional 
climax, but at the same time has a terrific rhythmic drive and symphonic surge, and this 
partly influenced me in planning the form of the work. Many of the syncopated rhythms 
of Balinese music have a close affinity with those of Latin American popular music and 
American jazz - a history in itself - these have formed the basic impulse of the work from 
start to finish.

To transfer the intricate chime-like polyphonic figuration of the gamelan keyed instru-
ments and gong-chimes, I have used a 'nuclear gamelan' composed of two pianos, celesta, 
xylophone, marimba and glockenspiel. These form the core of the orchestra.

In form, Tabuh-Tabuhan is more or less that of the classical symphony- there being three 
movements, Ostinatos, Nocturne, and Finale. There is no place here to point out all the 
purely Baliness motifs. The flute melody in the Nocturne is an entirely Baliness flute 
melody, taken down as played. The syncopated finale is based on the gay music of a 
xylophone orchestra which accompanies a popular street dance. This is heard in its most 
authentic form at the beginning of the work and given the grand treatment at the end.

—Colin McPhee



John Antill, whose Corroboree created such a sen-
sation when Eugene Goossens conducted the world
premiere of the Suite in Sidney, August 18, 1946,
was born at Ashfield, New South Wales, in 1904.
He showed enormous musical aptitude as a child,
and in 1925 went to Sydney to complete his musi-
cal studies at the Conservatorium there. Most of
his professional career has been associated with
the Australian Broadcasting Commission, where
he has held a variety of posts including that of
Music Editor. While Corroboree has done most to
make Antill's name known beyond the confines of
Australia, he also composed a number of sym-
phonic works, a set of Five Australian Songs, an
opera The Music Critic, and much film music.

It was as a child that Antill witnessed the Aus-
tralian aboriginal dance ceremony known as the
Corroboree, and it was the memory of this which
in 1936 impelled him to sketch out a ballet with
this ritual as its focus. By 1944 the score was com-
pleted, and it was in 1946 that the music came to
the attention of Eugene Goossens who was search-
ing for an outstanding new Australian premiere to
mark his appointment as Conductor of the Sydney
Symphony Orchestra.

Corroboree was first performed as a complete
ballet on July 3, 1950, the composer conducti~g the
Sydney Symphony Orchestra with the National
Theatre Ballet. Choreography was by Rex Reid
and decor by William Constable. Boosey & Hawkes
published the complete score in 1953.

The full ballet lasts for about 45 minutes and
comprises seven sections summarized as follows in
the score flyleaf:

A feature of Australian aboriginal life is the
dance ceremony known as the Corroboree. The
Aboriginal is a master of mimicry and burlesque,
and the Corroboree generally takes the form of
realistic imitations of humans or animals. Any
current event may furnish the theme from which
the "tribal" poets, musicians and actors produce
the ceremony ... The performances take place
after sundown, in the glow of campfires, creating a
most impressive atmosphere ...

1. Welcome Ceremony - Witchetty Grub men
assisted by members of the Emu Totem.

2. Dance to the Evening Star - by the Thippa
Thippa and Bell Bird people.

3. A Rain Dance - by the Frog Totem assisted
by the Fish men.

4. The Spirit of the Wind - demonstrated by
the Snake Totem.

5. Homage to the Rising Sun - Kangaroo Men.

6. The Morning Star Dance - by the Hakea
Flower Totem.

7. Procession of Totems and Closing Fire Cere-
mony - in which the representatives of the
Lace Lizard, Cockatoo, Honey Ant, Wild Cat
and Small Fly Totems participate. Much
usage of Boomerang, Spear and Fire Stick.

The concert suite recorded here draws on Nos.
1, 2, 3, and 7.

Antill describes the Aboriginal "orchestra" used
in an actual Corroboree as consisting of "Several

yam sticks, boomerangs and shields to be struck
together or upon the ground. A few "Ilpirra" (hol-
lowed out, white ant eaten branch of a tree into
which the performer sings or hums). Several forms
of "Trora" or "Wainba" sticks (pronged sticks of
various sizes struck together, making noises not
unlike crickets and frogs). Sometimes a form of
drum, constructed of stretched skin upon a log, or
a skin rolled into a tight bundle. In the more
"modern" orchestra the Didjeridoo (a large form
of I1pirra, played in much the same way as the
present day trumpet) would be employed. The
main section would consist of the singers who
chant the story being performed, and clap their
hands together or upon the thighs."

"I have endeavoured to preserve," says Antill,
"within the confines of our present day orchestra,
the spirit of our native race through the medium
of their expressive ceremonial dances. A special
rhythmic figure being used throughout. each of the
seven sections, and the melodies woven to suit the
situation." ... "A large orchestra is necessary, and
as may be expected the emphasis is on rhythm and
percussion."

Antill's orchestra is normal enough in the string
and wind department; but the percussion division
is something else again, consisting of piano,
celesta, xylophone, vibraphone, 6 pedal timpani,
bass drum, trora sticks, two types of cymbals, large
and small gong, triangle, tambourine, snare
drum, slap stick ratchet, tom tom, wood block,
sleigh bells, castanets, sand blocks, Chinese temple
clocks, thunder sheet, and bull roarer.

A special word is in order concerning the bull
roarer - also known as the thunder stick. This flat
board whirled around the head at the end of a
thong produces a fluttering roar, and it has always
had a special fearsome significance to primitive
peoples, its sound embodying for them perhaps
the voice of the gods.

Antill's music could be summed up glibly as an
Australian Sacre du Printemps-except that com-
parison with actual field recordings of Australian

Aboriginal tribal music (available on Folkways
and Columbia) show that the composer has cap-
tured with stunning accuracy the essence of the
real thing. He has, in short, created a masterpiece
of musician stylization, as well as a fiercely vital
theatrical spectacle.

Antill's scenario for the four sections of Cor-
roboree recorded here runs as follows: "Except for
the inevitable smouldering fire, the ballet com-
mences in eerie darkness, which gradually bright-
ens throughout the performance to the first days
of dawn. The presence of a persistent rhythmic
figure indicates that something of great impor-
tance is about to take place. There is a reiterative
figure representing movements by the medicine
man who is the central figure amongst the Council
of old men. The Didjeridoo is heard. The tribal
jester performs. The medicine man perfumes his
tricks and directs spectacular smoke signals ....
The appearance of the Evening Star creates an
excuse, or rather demands attention (as these
stars. especially the large ones, are spirits of the
departed). A somewhat sedate dance is performed
by the Thippa Thippa and Bell Bird people ...
The necessity of rain to fill the water holes and
make the rivers flow is a matter not to be taken
lightly. Hence any ceremony alleged to induce this
phenomenon is attended with serious respect.
However, the Frog and Fish men's invocations are
readily rewarded ... There is the ceremonial rais-
ing of totems, followed by a grand procession and
revealing of emblems, culminating in character-
istic 'Wha Wha' with upraised spears and boom-
erangs, etc. A sudden stop as the medicine man
calls for respected attention, and grants permis-
sion for the final frantic rites to commence ... The
large torches are ablaze and sway lazily. The air is
filled with blazing fragments and thick smoke. The
mysterious bull roarer sounds a sinister note. The
mass of howling, dancing men grotesquely be-
daubed, creates an atmosphere that could only be
described as fiendish ... The curtain falls upon a
scene of absolute chaos and prostration."



For more info e-mail us:
admin@highdeftapetransfers.com

or visit our website:
www.highdeftapetransfers.com
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1.Welcome Ceremony 2:54
2.Dance To The Evening Star 8:49
3. A Rain Dance 2:32
4. Procession Of Totems 2:22
5.Closing Fire Ceremony 7:53

6. Ostinatos 6:23
7. Nocturne 5:04
8. Finale 4:55

Antill Corroboree Recorded by Everest 1958     Bert Whyte Producer / Engineer
McPhee Tabuh-Tabuhan Recorded by Mercury 1956     Recorded At – Eastman Theatre, Rochester, New York

Mastered At – Fine Recording Studios   Engineer - C. R. Fine   Recording Director - Wilma Cozart


