Sarah Hopkins has the rare gift of
being able to conjure music which
sounds like the very essence of the
universe . Whether she's summoning
forth this music from her cello with
long, deep draws of her bow or with
her primal vocals, the result is, at first,
haunting and later, mystically calming .
When one becomes attuned to what's
going on, it can become an experience
that's part of a journey to the centre of
being.
A classical cellist, Sarah has moved on
from that tradition on her musical
journey. She calls the music she makes
on that journey 'holistic'.
'There isn't a big difference between
holistic and new age,' Sarah says. 'But
the reason I feel drawn to call it holistic
is because it is so different from other
contemporary music...also because I'm
aware that I'm intentionally seeking to
create music which does embrace all
aspects of one's being, music that has
a positive effect.
'As a composer-performer, my desire is
to create music which resonates with
the space and energy of the Australian
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landscape as well as the inner
landscape of the human psyche. I want
my music to move and inspire people,
and reconnect them with the heart of
life.'

The titles of some of her recordings
indicate her direction-Sky Song,

Australia: Sound of the the Earth, Heart
Song, UntilI saw. They're all
commercially available and Sarah has
been an increasing presence on ABC
FM and has appeared on arts
programmes on radio and television
over the last few years as she brings
her music increasingly to the public .
Responses are usually strong. For
example, in 1988 when he heard her
Sky Song recording, Richard Creswick
of the National Media Liaison Service
in Darwin was astounded. 'The first
time I heard Sky Song, I knew I was
having what some would call a
transcendental experience. The music,
which sounds as if it is coming from the
stars, brought tears to my eyes.'
Whether that sounds over the top or
not, it's a pretty average response to
Sarah's music!
Now for those who find the whole 'new
age' thing a bit flaky, be assured
there's nothing flaky about Sarah
Hopkins. We're talking about a
disciplined artist who has well and truly
learnt her craft before sailing off into
any experimental beyond. Music is in
the Hopkins blood, it seems. Her
father, John Hopkins, is director of
Sydney's Conservatorium of Music and
is still an active conductor.
The family came to Australia from New
Zealand and Sarah was brought up in
Sydney and Melbourne. She has a
background as a classical and
contemporary cellist and has been
composing since 1976. She has toured
extensively throughout Australia,
Britain, Europe and America,
performing her original music. She has
had numerous residencies as a holistic
musician and, as well as introducing
people to music, now lives in Brisbane
with her husband; she was musician in
residence at Griffith University during
August and September.
Much of her approach is related to the
landscape and the Aboriginal musical
tradition, something she discovered as
a young cellist.

'Playing an instrument like the cello
with these wonderful, rich, deep
sonorities and enjoying the rich, deep
droning, it wasn't long before I was
producing harmonic overtones the
way the didgeridoo does,' she says.
'And it was really when I left
Australia and went to live in England
for a couple of years-I was so very,
very homesick-that I began doing a
lot of improvisations. I was about 21
and I found the sound of the
didgeridoo just emerged out of these
cello improvisations at a time when I
was so homesick for Australia. I was
feeling this deep longing to get back to the wide open spaces, a deep longing to
know more about what Australia was and to feel that connection more strongly.
'I'd grown up thinking I was British, I guess, and arriving in England realised that I
wasn't, and wondered what on earth I was. When I came back from England it
was with a desire to explore Australia. That was in 1981 and I set about doing
residency projects all over the country.'
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Many of those residencies and workshops were in Northern Australia where Sarah
lived for some years, based in Darwin. She became involved with the local arts
council and ended up visiting the most remote settlements on the continent.
'I went onto Groote Eylandt for three weeks and travelled to all sorts of places,' she
says. 'The whirly first started to travel with me on those projects.'
Next to the cello, the whirly has become Sarah's signature instrument. Simply put,
it is a length of tubing or hose, the sort pool vacuum cleaners are made of. As a
kid's toy they are occasionally available ... you whirl them around and make a kind
of music. But Sarah Hopkins has developed the whirly, using different lengths and
thicknesses of hose, to produce simply heavenly sounds. When I first heard about
this woman who waved bits of hose around in the air to make music, I really had
no idea what to expect ... except maybe a loony!
·
The experience was, however, something else. In an open, airy room on the fourth
floor of the Metro Arts community centre in Brisbane, Sarah began to swing the
tubing in slow patterns above her and created a sweet music that was so simple
and yet so ecstatic that to hear it and not break into a joyful smile would certainly
have been difficult. Particularly with the musician herself beaming in front of you
like a kind of angelic dervish. There was no doubt in my mind that she had
something remarkable going for her.
The whirlies are the most novel of her many musical mediums. People respond with
amazement and enjoyment. An Aboriginal elder who heard her whirly
compositions for the first time told her: 'This is like our music.'
Sarah also uses her cello, vocal harmonics which echo Tantric Tibetan Buddhist
chanting, choir chimes and her enthusiastic personality. While these musical
experiments are enjoyable, they also have a point. This is not just a game with
Sarah. It's a bit of gentle missionary work as well.
She's a great believer in music as a tool for personal development and realisation .
'It can help people acknowledge their totality,' she explains. 'It can help them to
see beyond the physical. I see a lot of fraught musicians and I feel like telling them
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that it should be more joyful. .. not a
chore. I've had responses from people
who've been at performances and
come up to me at the end to say they
came in feeling uptight and ended up
feeling happy and relaxed. On a
cellular level, the sounds can actually
realign people, help centre them and
get them in touch with themselves.
Simple, beautiful music can take me to
a central and still place. I once played
amplified cello with a punk haircut, but
that wore itself out. It wasn't really
nourishing me.'
There are probably quite a few
younger musicians out there feeling the
same. Sarah manages to get her
message across to many of these
younger players at some of the musical
camps where she works. Last year at
Mittagong she worked at the National
Music Camp.
'It's a camp that draws students from
all over Australia. It's primarily
orchestrally-based, but they've opened
it out to include more activities. When I
do a workshop like that, the activity I
have ready to give is the holistic music.
Now I'm using some brand new

instruments-choir chimes, contemporary versions of hand bells. They're very, very
beautiful. They're made of aluminium and they have a pure sound, similar to the
whirlies. It really helps make the music accessible. At the camps I'm dealing with
young adults, 16 to 23, and there's always complete and utter disbelief when they
experience the whirlies. More so from students who've been trained rigorously in
their musical education. Just to see and hear instruments of such simplicity and
beauty of sound, there's always a sense of amazement and utter delight that
something so simple can sound so beautiful. In a way they can cast aside, for a
time, all that hard practice and just really delight in making music.'
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Sarah worked with 12 young cellists at Mittagong and now they're into playing
some of her compositions as well as their standard classical fare. She feels she's
carrying on an Australian experimental tradition already pioneered by people like
Percy Grainger. Recognised as one of the world's leading experimental musicians,
Sarah has represented Australia widely overseas.
In 1990 she was International Artist in Residence at the Headlands Centre for the
Arts at Sausalito, California. While visiting, she gave a number of performances.
Paul Doherty of the Exploratorium Quarterly, San Francisco, experienced one of
those performances. 'Sarah moved in the spotlights, playing music that she had
composed,' he wrote later. 'She twirled two whirlies at the same time, weaving
intricate patterns of motion and sound-a combination of dance and music. As
Sarah played, tingles ran down my spine; her music recalled emotions that I have
felt while sitting high in the mountains at night, listening to the wind wail through
jumbled blocks of granite. I felt alone in the universe, but at peace.'
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