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PROCESSES
OF REVELATION

Liza Lim’s music evokes dream states
and transitory places, asking ques-
tions about culture and identity with
both flexibility and rigour. Tim Ruther-
ford-Johnson takes a look at the ideas
underpinning Lim’s work and describes
its unique, sound-led character.

Opening a Liza Lim score for the first
time, one is struck by its mix of precise
rhythmic and pitch notation, and general-
ised, graphical indications of timbre and
sound production. A flurry of microtonal
demisemiquavers under a 9:8 tuplet
might, for example, be followed by a
hand-drawn wavy line and the instruction
‘sweep bow’. When one listens, how-
ever, the contrast between the controlled
and the speculative dissolves, revealing
something utterly new and original.

Liza Lim’s biography tells a similar
story of transition and revelation, of
constructing secret gardens within and
between places, cultures and traditions.
Although her parents are Chinese she
grew up first in Brunei and then Aus-
tralia. Her education in these two
Commonwealth countries was therefore
informed by British educational priorities
and Western values, but she considers
herself to have always lived ‘in a quite
in-between space’. Although this mixed
cultural background has brought its own
personal difficulties it has also given her

.

a privileged position as an artist, able to
step back from allegiance to any culture
and observe and analyse its true form.

| interviewed Lim last November in
Paris, the morning after her third opera,
The Navigator (2008) was given a
semi-staged performance at the Opéra
Bastille. The Navigator itself exemplifies
that privileged position: it owes certain
thematic and musical debts to Wagner's
Tristan und Isolde but, as Lim says, ‘A
German composer would never go there,
they would probably have to deconstruct
it much more...destroy it in some way!".

Lim’s second opera Yué Ling Jié
(Moon Spirit Feasting, 1999), proved
to be a much more provocative cultural
confrontation. Subtitled ‘A Chinese Ritual
Opera’ it was a conscious attempt to
address certain aspects of her personal
background, which expanded outwards
into questions of Chineseness in gen-
eral. Lim’s approach is never less than
sensitive — her background research for
each piece is conducted with an eth-
nomusicologist’s attentiveness - but this
did not prevent Moon Spirit Feasting
from running into trouble. At one talk at
which Lim spoke about the work, some
Chinese student composers voiced their
offence at what they saw as inauthentic
cultural appropriation. Lim’s response
today is key to understanding this
dimension of her work: “Everything,
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LIZA LIM IN REHEARSAL WITH CONDUCTOR LOTHAR ZAGROSEKj
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THE NAVIGATOR, PRODUCTION BY ELISION, DIRECTOR BARRIE KOSKY
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‘Angel of History’ aria,

The Navigator



