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Miriam Hyde: Variations on Rachmaninov and Debussy

Jo-Anne Kemp

Miriam Hyde was a lifelong stalwart for Australian Music, reaching acclaim through her
performances, compositions and skills as a pedagogue. Debussy, considered the epitome of French
music and renowned for his nature-inspired compositions, and Rachmaninov, the formidable
representative of Russian music, were highly influential on the compositional style of Hyde. Whilst
not ignoring those influences, and even referring to their particular compositional techniques in
various programme notes, Hyde continued to be ‘out of step’ remaining faithful to her own way of
writing and composing. Specific piano works of Hyde’s will be selected that epitomise the strong
influences of Debussy and Rachmaninov but highlight the formidable and undaunted way she
continued to compose in a style and manner true to herself.

Miriam Hyde: Variations on Rachmaninov and Debussy

Variation, in music, is often defined as the “transformation of

a melody or theme with changes or elaborations in harmony, rhythm, and melody.”*

Composers across the millennia have dabbled, explored, re-worked, modified and adapted works of
music - be it their own or another’s — to expand their creativity and forms of expression. In the
context of this particular perception, the element of variation is more indirect and understated.
Where the variations become apparent is in the subconscious influences of Rachmaninov and
Debussy and how they materialize and emerge in various works by the Australian composer,
performer and pedagogue, Miriam Hyde. Some researchers and academics, including myself, argue
that Hyde should be considered as one of the most important Australians in the fields of
composition, performance and music education within the 20th Century, as well as having paved the

way for the new contemporaries and creators of music, both now, and into the future.

Miriam Beatrice Hyde was born on January 15, 1913, in Adelaide. She was raised in an exceedingly
creative environment that not only recognised her talents whilst she was growing up, but cultivated
and fostered them. In her autobiography, Complete Accord,?> Hyde describes in vivid detail this
environment and how the artistry and creativity was inherent from generations prior. She is quite
succinct about her story and musical influences and that ultimately her narrative is “...of a woman

who, like many others, has gone through life trying to keep a balance between the harmony of the

! www.dictionary.com
2 Miriam Hyde, Complete Accord, Sydney: Currency Press, 1991
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home and the fullest possible development of talents that were recognised at a very early age.” To
provide an example of the artistic environs Hyde was in, you need initially look no further than her
parents and sister: mother was a concert pianist; father worked for the Adelaide Steamship
Company and created needlework designs for Miller Anderson’s (Adelaide department store) and her
sister played the violin. The further back you delve, the broader the artistic influence, but for all

intents and purposes, this can be elaborated on at another occasion.

Piano studies and compositional skills presented themselves when Hyde was quite young. By the
time she was 19, she was awarded a scholarship to study composition and piano at the Royal
Academy of Music in London. It was from here that her exposure to the music world was
considerably broadened to include studying composition under Gordon Jacobs, and performing the
4th Beethoven Piano Concerto with Sir Malcolm Sargeant within three years of her arrival in London
in 1935. Hyde was a recipient of an OBE in 1981, an AO in 1991, International Woman of the Year
(1991-92) for service to music, bestowed by the International Biographical Centre, Cambridge, and
Hon. F.Mus.A. (1995) for her dedication, success, and immeasurable contributions to the field of
music. Hyde was still performing and teaching on a part-time basis well into her eighties. She

passed away in 2005 away at the age of 92, leaving a continuing heritage of music.

From a slightly prejudiced viewpoint, Hyde’s music is an idiosyncratic creation based on diversified
sources of stimulus. Every one of her compositions are approached with integrity, from its
procreation as a melodic notion or thought, through to its final conclusion. “My sources of inspiration
(although this always sounds too pretentious a word) fall roughly into the following categories: 1.
Nature; 2. Words or a poem; 3. A painting or a picture; 4. Some musical motif; 5. Some profound
emotional experience; 6. Some small incident; 7. Some accident or misfortune; 8. A direct approach

from a performer, or a performing group, for a work for some specific purpose.”

The selected works being analysed and explored are: Lengthening Shadows, Prelude in F Minor, A
River Idyll and Rhapsody in F# Minor. By no means are these works the climax at any point in time,
of Hyde’s skill, but simply a random selection that exhibit features of the impact the music of
Debussy and Rachmaninov had on her, and, as mentioned earlier, the subtle way in which these

influences permeate Hyde’s compositions.

3 Ibid: Pgs. 151-52
4 Ibid. Pg. 9
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Both Rachmaninov and Debussy’s musical characteristics are a combination of the extroverted and
blatantly obvious, or the more subtle and introspective influences. Hyde did have the fortune of
watching Rachmaninov perform and was afforded the privilege of being able to shake his hand - “At
last he came, muffled up in a great coat, with a black hat pulled down over his forehead...He said
‘And now goodbye’ and started shaking hands.” This was after a concert where she “...was rewarded
with a seat only four rows from Rachmaninov’s keyboard, on the stage, with a marvellous
opportunity for observing details of technique and fingering.” On reflecting on her experience having
shaken the great Rachmaninov’s hand, Hyde “...thinks of that moment of contact with the hand that

has written down all those notes and infused into them such passion.”>

At a concert in March, 1935, Hyde heard the very first performance of the Rachmaninov Rhapsody
on a Theme by Paganini. Sir Thomas Beecham conducted this concert and Hyde found it to be
“...possibly the most exhilarating concert I have ever attended. The audience went wild over it. I
could hardly sit in my seat with the mounting sonorities of D flat major in the 18™ variation, prickled
like a bubble at the first sound of the C flat (bar 29).”®

There is an element of disillusionment that Hyde does not comment in her biography at all as to any
reference about European influences, particularly the French composers (Debussy et al); but in
exploring some of her compositions, there is noticeably a subliminal influence of Debussy in her
works that were influenced by nature, or elements of nature. Using the impressionistic style of
writing like Debussy, Hyde has composed a plethora of works that demonstrate how her nature

works are imitating Debussy, but in her own interpretation, composition technique and character.

It is as this particular point that reference needs to be made detailing the general characteristics of
both Rachmaninov and Debussy in order for analytical discourse to be made, and for the application
of this analysis to selected works of Hyde that demonstrate these influences and musical

characteristics.

The music of Rachmaninov is a rich world of feelings and emotions; full of hesitation, premonition
and interestingly so, psychological nuances. It encompasses the dramatic experiences of his life,
ranging from the elatedly ecstatic to the melancholically mournful. In addition to this sadness,

Rachmaninov’s music also contains moments of contemplative lyrical static, which distinctly and

S Ibid. Pg. 68
6 Ibid. Pg. 67
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vividly represent the wider ranging palette of the soul’s encounters. We know Rachmaninov had a
colossal hand span and used this to his advantage when writing for the piano. Great leaps and
alternating octaves with chords are considered the staple of any music by Rachmaninov. Lyricism
and romantic melodic lines expressed the intense emotions he endured, predominantly due to the

Communist ideology he was exposed to throughout his life.

On the other end of the compositional spectrum, is the music of Debussy. “Chains of 3rds, 7ths,
9ths and 11 chords...”” the combination of the use of “...pentatonic, whole tone, diatonic or
chromatic patterns”® and his use of “..rhythmic and phrase structure built on parallelism and
symmetry...”? are what can be found in his music. As far as Debussy was concerned, in making the
simple statement in 1904 that “...the primary aim of French music is to give pleasure.”' It is with
these general characteristics mentioned above, that there was influence on Hyde from these two
great composers of the Twentieth Century, and that the selected works are but a small example of

how Hyde applies these stimuli to her own music.

In selecting repertoire to demonstrate a combination of the musical characteristics of Rachmaninov
and Debussy, it was important to remember that with some of the selected music, that Hyde was
still emerging as a composer and studying in London. She was a fledgling in the field, so to speak,
and subconsciously would have been influenced in many ways. Yet, these influences never seemed
to leave her, as demonstrated in a later composition selected. This is subjective and obviously
debate can happen with any discourse, about whether it is a correct interpretation of the composer
and her compositional skills demonstrated in her music.

Lengthening Shadows, composed in 1974, came about after Hyde was returning from a seminar,
late in the afternoon. She was walking towards a small park where “...tall trees were casting long
shadows on the grass, as the sun was sinking in the sky”.!! It was through a friend making the
comment, to Hyde, that they enjoyed that particular time of the day about the lengthening shadows,
that Hyde used this as a précis for a composition. In the further formation of the idea for this work,

A\}

Hyde had already chosen the key of F Minor and that she “..liked the rather ‘loose’ rhythm of

7 www.lcsproductions.net/DebussyStyle

8 Loc.cit

° Loc.cit

10 www.norton.com/demo/composers

1 Hyde, Composer’s Note, Lengthening Shadows. Wirripang Press, Wollongong. 2016.
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quintuple time, as the shadows were stretching in random shapes, fluctuating a little with the

breeze” .12

In this short, three page composition of Hyde’s, the impressionistic nature of the music features
continual movement and dynamic contrast to portray the sun setting and the way the shadows
formed and stretched. There is a lyrical melodic line that weaves across the treble and bass, with
layering of textures and dynamics reaching a climax in the middle. Slight agitation occurs briefly
after the climax and towards the return of the opening. This disturbs the tranquil nature of the
music , before returning back to the opening thematic idea to bring the composition to a close. The
parallel nature and continual movement throughout give the impression of night slowly falling. The
very opening of the piece creates that mystery. The simple melodic line is carried over the

continually moving bass line accompaniment, adding to the lyricism and mystery of this work.
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Layering of sounds continue in this way throughout the composition, building in intensity particularly
through bars sixteen to nineteen, until what can be considered the climax point in bar twenty. Full

rich chords, accents and a rinforzando on the first beat drive home the climax.
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Extract 2) bars 20 - 21

After this climax, the piece slowly winds itself back to the opening thematic ideas and finally closes

with soft chords. In essence, this piece incorporates elements of the impressionistic way of

12 | oc.cit.
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composition like Debussy, using his parallelism and symmetry, as well as a mixture of diatonic,

chromatic and whole tone melodic structures.

Prelude in F Minor is one of two preludes written by Hyde when she was only fifteen and sixteen.
This particular prelude was composed in 1928, but two previous preludes had been written by Hyde
in 1925 and 1926 - Prelude in C and Prelude in B Flat. Being part of her early “formal” compositions
they exhibit maturity and a flair for writing for the piano. Hyde did compose pieces when she was
younger - the first being a piece titled Evening Primrose which was written when she was four - but

were retained in her memory and never scored or committed to paper.

From the very opening of the work, there is a broodiness that could easily be thought of as one of
Rachmaninov’s preludes. A descending chromatic left hand moves in opposition to the sequential
thirds of the right hand.
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Extract 3) bars 1 -6

This pattern continues, in essence, throughout the work, and is layered in variations of intensity
until it reaches bar twenty-five, where octaves come into play, imitating the opening motif,

modulated and in octaves.
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Extract 4) bars 25 - 30

The moving thirds pattern swaps into the left hand in bar thirty-one and interestingly, Hyde
modulates to B Major - a stark contrast to the implied Eb Minor section just before. This is a short-
lived modulation as Eb Minor comes into play before transitioning to Eb Major and the building

intensity of the brief descending cadential sequence of octaves.
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Extract 5) bars 64 - 66

The reinstatement of the opening melodic motif, in full force — chordal octaves in the right hand
supported by full octave chords in the left; follows this powerful section and it is from here that the
dramatic nature of the music eases, as the composition finishes with long, low chords in F Minor. It
is the interplay of drama and passion that allows one to see how this prelude could quite succinctly

have been written by Rachmaninov and not Hyde.
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Written in 1931 as a “reaction to my first experience of rowing, on the Hindmarsh River, out of
Victor Harbour”*3 A River Idyll stimulates the imagery of being on the water with “clumps of water-
weeds, churning up the surface for a while and creating lots of little ripples”!* and the sense of
hesitation when you stay or return to land. The opening triplet pattern of the left hand establishes
the portrayal of the moving water with the lyrical, step-wise melody joining it in the third bar. There

is a strong sense of continual motion, and, it paints an image of a river scene as described by Hyde.
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Extract 6) bars 1 -6

Two small quasi cadenza passages are the only interruptions to the ebb and flow of the nature of the
music. Various modulations provide musical changes of scenery and alter the character throughout.

The piece begins in D Major then F Major is inferred followed by Hyde’s favourite key — Db Major. It

13 Hyde, Composer’s Note, A River Idyll. Wirripang Press, Wollongong. 2016.
4 Loc.cit
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is here that the first of the cadential passages appear to interrupt the harmonic stability at this
point. Ab Major then appears with a return of the opening melodic motif but then the music moves
into a brief Bb Major tonal centre, followed by a return of the tonic key, D Major. This reinstatement
of D Major is disturbed by the second quasi cadential passages, but the tonal centre remains

unwavering to the cessation of the music.

Another dissonant interruption fleetingly upsets the atmosphere of the music and eventually the
composition resolves and you can picture the reticence and eventual resolve of the rower returning
to shore and, as described by Hyde, you “...glance back over the scene of your idyllic afternoon and
faintly hear, and see, another little boat disappearing under the overhanging ti-trees and willows”.>
Like the impressionistic creations of Debussy, Hyde uses harmonic variation, lyricism and melodic

simplicity to create imagery using music and A River Idyll is but one example.

Rhapsody in F# Minor - and its partner in crime Rhapsody in A Minor - were never published in
Hyde’s lifetime, for reasons known only to her. Rhapsody in F# Minor is a work Hyde wrote during
her studies in England, and used it as her “own choice” programme for the L.R.A.M exam,
undertaken in 1935.1¢ In a note on the manuscript for this work, Hyde remarked that it was “only a
very sketchy score”!” and she undertook re-scoring the many years later in 1973 with, and I quote,
“improved notation.”'® Rhapsody in F# Minor was written simultaneously with Hyde’s First Piano

Concerto, composed between 1932 - 1933 and her Fantasy Trio (for violin, cello and piano).*?

15 Loc.cit
6 Hyde, Composer’s Note, Two Rhapsodies for Piano. Wirripang Press. Wollongong, 2016.
17 Loc.cit
18 Loc.cit
9 Loc.cit
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Extract 7) bars 1 - 3

The dramatic opening features leaping octaves in the right hand supported by leaping octaves and
jumps in the left. Tension and resolution abound throughout the entirety of this composition, with
dramatic flair, dynamic divergence and a plethora of harmonic deviation. The time signature of 12/8
allows Hyde to create a sense of urgency and insistence that one also correlates with the music of
Rachmaninov. The insertion of 4 scattered bars of 6/8, 3 scattered bars of 18/8 and one odd bar of
9/8 add to the intensity of the composition. In addition to the use of the varied time signatures
mentioned previously, Hyde likewise displaces the momentum of the music with the addition of four
vastly different cadential passages, as if another melodic idea came to mind but was not expanded
or developed upon. Modulations abound, adding to the melodramatic character being created, but
also associated with the music of Rachmaninov. The tonal centre of which this work is titled,
transitions through B Minor [inferred], and then D Major. F Major is followed by an inference of G

Minor after the first quasi-cadential passage.

C Minor then takes over briefly, allowing the next harmonic transition, via the second and third
quasi-cadential passages, to resolve to a tranquil Bb Major section. Tension and resolution continue
with the harmonic structure, eventually leading to Hyde’s favourite key of Db Major. E Major follows
then Ab Major appears. Db Major returns, then Gb Major, Bb Major, G Major, B Minor and the
eventual return of the tonic, F# Minor, with the reinstatement of the opening thematic sections. The

Jo-Anne Kemp
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discord and unstable atmosphere diminish as the closing eleven bars steadfastly resolve the music
to its end. The continual change of personality in this composition can be considered a clear example

of the influence Rachmaninov may have had on Hyde.
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Extract 8) bars 141 - 146

In closing, three points present themselves for further deliberation. Firstly is that there is enough to
infer that Hyde was inspired [be it deliberately so or subconsciously] by Rachmaninov and Debussy.
Secondly, because Hyde was so articulate in openly disclosing influences and inspirations on her
work, discourse on her music is facile. Finally, subjectivity, in many forms, is inherent in musical
discourse. It encourages healthy debate and thought-provoking stimulation. One would be optimistic
and hope that much more conversation and discussion will continue about the music of Hyde for

many years to come.
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