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PAMELA MADSEN: BIG BASIN: THE SONG OF THE REDWOOD TREES (2012/2020)
Big Basin: The Song of the Redwood Trees is influenced by The Tuning Meditations by my mentor Pauline 
Oliveros and the concept of Deep Listening. In the work Big Basin performers interact with a fully notated 
score performed by the pianist and spoken/sung text of the poem Song of the Redwoods by Walt Whitman. 
The pianist/vocalist creates an environment in which the other performers move within—performers create 
a drone of sounds, the wind whistling through the trees and pitches that resonant with the earth that moves 
through the sonic image of the redwood trees portrayed in the piano’s massive linear chords. In addition 
to the layer of notated sound and drone there is also a layer of spoken text from Whitman’s poem which 
comments, reflects and intones with the pianist’s part to create a narrative about the work. The final effect is 
one of recreating the imagined image-music-text that inspired poet Walt Whitman to create the poem: The 
Song of the Redwoods Trees—creating a new environment for the text to exist.
The work was commissioned and premiered by Peak Frequency Ensemble, University of Colorado (2012). 
This new version of the work will become part of my concert-length work ORATORIO FOR THE EARTH, 
commissioned by New Music USA and National Endowment for the Arts. https://www.newmusicusa.org/
projects/oratorio-for-the-earth-kama-river-of-stars/

BIG BASIN: SONG OF THE REDWOOD-TREE. BY WALT WHITMAN
A CALIFORNIA song!
A prophecy and indirection—a thought impalpable, to breathe, as air;
A chorus of dryads, fading, departing—or hamadryads departing;
A murmuring, fateful, giant voice, out of the earth and sky,
Voice of a mighty dying tree in the Redwood forest dense.
Farewell, my brethren,
Farewell, O earth and sky—farewell, ye neighboring waters;
My time has ended, my term has come.

Along the northern coast,
Just back from the rock-bound shore, and the caves,
In the saline air from the sea, in the Mendocino country,
With the surge for bass and accompaniment low and hoarse,
With crackling blows of axes, sounding musically, driven by strong arms,
Riven deep by the sharp tongues of the axes—there in the Redwood forest dense,
I heard the mighty tree its death-chant chanting.
The choppers heard not—the camp shanties echoed not;
The quick-ear’d teamsters, and chain and jack-screw men, heard not,
As the wood-spirits came from their haunts of a thousand years, to join the refrain;
But in my soul I plainly heard.
Murmuring out of its myriad leaves,
Down from its lofty top, rising two hundred feet high,
Out of its stalwart trunk and limbs—out of its foot-thick bark,
That chant of the seasons and time—chant, not of the past only, but the future.

You untold life of me,
And all you venerable and innocent joys,
Perennial, hardy life of me, with joys, ’mid rain, and many a summer sun,
And the white snows, and night, and the wild winds;
O the great patient, rugged joys! my soul’s strong joys, unreck’d by man;
(For know I bear the soul befitting me—I too have consciousness, identity,
And all the rocks and mountains have—and all the earth;)
Joys of the life befitting me and brothers mine,
Our time, our term has come.

CHRISTOPHER AUSTIN er en af Englands førende dirigenter med speciale i ny musik. Han har det sene-
ste årti haft mere end 80 premierer verden over med værker af blandt andre John Adams, Steve Reich, Poul 
Ruders og Bent Sørensen. Mere end 40 af disse premierer blev opført af Brunel Ensemble, for hvem Austin 
var den kunstneriske leder igennem hele dets levetid. Derudover har Austin for nylig været engageret af bl.a. 
London Sinfonietta, BBC Symphony, Royal Philharmonic, Hallé orkestrene, Present Music (New York), Det 
Skotske Kammerorkester og Ungarns Radiosymfoniorkester. Austin underviser i komposition, orkestrering 
og direktion ved Royal Academy of Music i London.


