
1816  

Year:  1989 
Level:  First Year, Autumn Semester 1 
Unit:  Foundation Studies 
Dates:  May 8, 9, 12, 15*, 16, 19, 22, 23, 26  *Excursion to Wentworth Falls 
Duration:  9 days 

Origin 

In February 1980 whilst listening to a series of recordings of Tchaikovsky’s compositions I 
encountered ‘Manfred’ (Op 58) for the first time. The work was described as a ‘Symphony 
after Byron’s Poem.’ I was sufficiently impressed by the music to seek out the source poem 
that inspired it, written by Byron in 1816. My intensive research of this poem then led to 
an ongoing interest in the history of the year 1816. I became intrigued by synchronic 
occurrences taking place in 1816, and adopted an inclusive methodology, compiling extensive 
lists of activities within the arts, both visual and performing art, as well as the literature of that 
time, later extending this to politics, science and religion, in fact anything I could find out that 
would furnish me with additional information. Since 1980 I have accumulated a considerable 
archive on the subject of 1816.  

At the time of my initial interest in the ‘Manfred’ poem, I was regularly attending a Poetry 
Discussion Group. At one of these sessions I had the opportunity to lead a discussion on 
Byron’s poems of 1816 and was surprised by the degree of hostility expressed in relation to 
them. They were treated disparagingly as ‘romantically’ outmoded and something of a 
retrograde choice, in comparison to the more challenging context of modern or contemporary 
poetry, more usually discussed. It struck me at the time that Byron’s poems were being 
considered as little more than nineteenth century curiosities: as historically redundant relics, 
having little to contribute to the currency of our more sophisticated, less ingenuous ‘post-
romantic’ age. In arguing the case for Byron’s ongoing relevance I sustained a certain degree 
of ridicule for adopting what was seen as a reactionary position, in endorsing the value of 
such poetry. 

I have always been, somewhat perversely, drawn towards those things considered obsolete 
and ‘unfashionable’, with an ongoing interest in what factors politically and culturally lead to a 
determination of something as being ‘no longer relevant any more’.  

At the time of conceiving this project, I was noticing a distinct lack of interest amongst our 
students in the so-called historical past. History as a subject was quite literally being seen as  
passé, something that could be disregarded as largely irrelevant. Their preoccupation with 
novelty and new forms of art practice - quick to adopt innovative and experimental 
approaches, seemed to demand a dissociation from the perceived ties or limiting conditions 
of historical precedent in turning their backs on the past. 

This perceived antipathy towards history appeared to reduce or diminish the capacity of the 
students to imaginatively inhabit previous eras in a meaningful way. There seemed to be a 
difficulty in ‘entering’ history, becoming ‘entranced’ by history, being able for example to have 
a sense of what it would be like to exist in 1816, to, as it were, imaginatively time-travel back 
into the past and walk around in there and then be able to creatively recount their 
experiences. 

Premise 

In taking 1816 as a sample ‘historical’ test case to focus upon, this project was conceived to 
challenge students’ assumptions about the value of adopting specific historical perspectives 
in relation to their art practice. What could come out of a project if sourced from such a 
period? and how might this altered perspective inform the contemporary setting of 1989. 

As such the project initially engaged with how we interact with the notion of history, how we 
can imagine our way back into the past, how we go about conjuring a sense of history 
through reconstructing events and occurrences, as if we are able to inhabit in an imaginary 
sense their actuality, to recover the past back into the present, to re-present its passing as a 
persisting presence. 



I encouraged a synchronic approach toward history, requiring that students familiarise 
themselves with the simultaneities and concordances of 1816. I issued a list of 160 of what 
could be considered (retrospectively) the most influential individuals alive at the time, 
regardless of age. A quarter at least of those on the list would have been considered unknown 
at the time, being in infancy, childhood or adolescence. The list comprised of a mixture of 
writers, artists, musicians, politicians, royalty, scientists and philosophers, listed from 
youngest: Anthony Trollope (1) to oldest: Daniel Boone (82). I suggested that these 160 
individuals at the time collectively inhabited a zeitgeist common to the year 1816, and that 
any one of them could be researched as a means to ‘tap’ into that zeitgeist. 

Another notion the project concerned itself with was the programmatic. The ‘Manfred’ 
symphony was deployed as the key referent and exemplar in relation to this notion, 
demonstrating how a pre-existing script such as Byron’s narrative poem could be transmuted 
or reconstituted or recomposed into an altered temporal state as a poem reconfigured as 
music while retaining fidelity to the original script or programme. This provided an opportunity 
to discuss the issues arising in attempting to transpose writing and narrative into wordless 
music (and the comparable dilemma of imaging words: the vexed terrain of the illustration). 
The capacity of both music and image to invoke narrative programmatically could then be 
scrutinised. 

This allowed us to also look at how a composer such as Tchaikovsky, could take inspiration 
from a poem recovered from 1816 and translate it into the musical zeitgeist of 1885 and in so 
doing set up an oscillation between past and present (1816 – 1885). This could then generate 
a further ricochet from the project’s present perspective (1989 – 1885 – 1816) and so on back 
to Goethe and a priori to the Faustian myth that informs the Byron poem. 

I placed particular focus on the second movement (vivace con spirito) of the Manfred 
symphony corresponding with Act 2, Scene 2 of the poem, as it was set in the vicinity of a 
waterfall. This allowed for comparison with a direct encounter of an actual waterfall to be 
incorporated into the project with an excursion scheduled to visit Wentworth Falls. 

Session 1 
An initial briefing of the historical context of the project, approaching history synchronically 
and strategies for recovering time. A large copper coin, a King George the Third Twopenny 
piece dated 1797, was circulated around the group for each to handle and prompted a 
discussion around the stories this coin carried of its circulation through time as it continually 
‘changed hands’. Who in 1816 may have handled it? having been by then already in 
circulation for almost twenty years, it could have passed through William Blake’s pocket for 
example, or indeed Lord Byron’s pocket. A Playbill of information was then issued. Students 
were asked to select one or more of the notable individuals listed as alive in 1816 and 
research what they were doing that year. 

Playbill 1 
The project sheet given to the students adopted the format of a folded (A5) music playbill of 
four pages. The front page had an image of a gothic woodblock print depicting a staged 
candle-lit setting of a study, with a somewhat troubled writer hand on head, writing with a quill 
at his desk, “burning the midnight oil”, evoking the Byronic poet studiously at work. Above this 
image the title 1. “Lento Lugubre – Moderato con moto – Andante”  a reference to the 1st 
movement of the Manfred Symphony, drawing attention to Manfred’s lugubrious state of mind. 

A quote from J.B.Beer on Coleridge, beneath the print alludes to the shuttlecock nature of 
language as the mysterious go-between, that acts to convert thoughts into things and things 
into thoughts. And how the mystery of perception is held and revealed within these language 
conversions. 

Beneath this at the bottom of the page a brief extract from Lachlan Macquarie’s journal 
describing his visit to Wentworth Falls in 1815. 

Turning the page, at the top the title: ‘2. Vivace Con Spirito’ (second movement of the Manfred 
symphony) and a further woodblock print of three mountain climbers roped together on a 
precarious ledge, high up on a cliff face, looking down. Beneath this a further quote from 
Lachlan Macquarie’s journal. 

On the next page the hand-written list of the 160 names in four columns, of individuals of note 
alive in 1816 



On the back page an historic photo of the early 1900’s of four climbers on a glacier, peering 
down into the yawning chasm of a ravine. Beneath this an extract from Byron’s journal dated 
23rd/ 24th September 1816, describing his experiences in the Swiss Alps. 

The references to the early history of mountain climbing drew attention to notions of 
exploration into uncharted territory. In 1816 there were still mountains yet to be ‘conquered’ 
and considerable scientific and geographic discoveries to be made, a lot of things still 
remained unknown. 

The tyranny of distance, experienced in the early part of the nineteenth century, was 
elaborated upon in relation to the notion and currency of news with the considerable time 
delays between the occurrence of significant events in Europe and the report of their outcome 
in Australia, a delay of several months. For example news of the outcome of the significant 
Battle of Waterloo of June 1815 was not known in Australia until January 1816, some 7 
months later. Photocopies of the Sydney Gazette from January 1816 announcing Wellington’s 
victory were circulated. Students were asked to reconsider the way they thought about 
“News” the current immediacy of its dissemination and access and the impact of its relative 
absence from an early 19th Century perspective on its citizenry.  

Students were asked to try and imaginatively inhabit a time when there was no electricity, no 
photography, when the primary vehicle of transportation was the horse and the sailing boat. 

Session 2 
Focussed on the second movement of the Manfred symphony which was played through for 
the first time. The music was not identified and no information was given about it. A 
discussion of the cinematic potential of music, of the capacity of music to conjure pictures, 
arouse emotion, tell stories. The etymology of cinematography as the writing of movement: 
the movement of the movies and being moved. 
A chalk board diagram was drawn out offering a syntactical analysis of the second movement, 
that attempted to analyse the musical structure into linked ‘words’ and ‘phrases’ that can 
cohere as a stated narrative of some kind, capable of elucidation. 

After listening to the undisclosed movement students were asked to notate and record 
associations conjured by the music as text or diagrammatically. General discussion then 
explored these individual responses to see whether any commonality of deduction or 
interpretation took place and whether there was any direct correspondence with the episodic 
extract from the Manfred poem, enacted programmatically through the second movement. 

Session 3 
Involved an initial brief lecture where I outlined what I described as the ‘Propeller Principle’ of 
history. This worked with the image of a rotating two bladed propeller which, in its revolution 
allowed the two blades, with each turn, to be either emergent or submerged, above or below 
the water line, visible or invisible. Using the standard binary pairings, the two blades could be 
used to position polarised opposites (classicism/romanticism, reason/faith, apollonian/
dionysian etc.) A turn could thus literally be understood as a revolution ( a turning upside 
down, an upheaval) The French Revolution was used as an example of the blade turning, 
where the consequence saw the re-emergence of an irrational imperative: the Romantic 
impulse so pervasive in the historic period under investigation: the aftermath of the French 
Revolution. 

A recording of the first movement of the Manfred Symphony was then played for the first time, 
without explanation, followed by the second movement, with which the students were now 
familiar from the previous session.   

A second playbill was then issued which disclosed the source text for the second movement. 
(ie. Act 2 Scene 2 of Byron’s Manfred) 

Playbill 2 
The front page had a printed copy of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poem ‘Human Life: On the 
Denial of Immortality’ written in 1816, a poem which wrestles with the existential dilemma of 
life’s purpose or meaning in the absence of a God, a question which Manfred continually and 
disconcertingly reflects upon. Beneath this text was an archival photographic portrait of an 
ancient mountain climber (something of an ancient mariner in appearance). 



The inside pages contained the printed extract of the Manfred poem (Act 2 Scene 2), plus a 
set of 52 words, many of which were descriptive of the property of water in motion as well as 
other kinds of actions or gestures. These words acted as prompts of equivalency to the 
rhythms and evocations suggested by the music’s movement. 

Also included was a printed extract from an article in the local paper about certain local 
aboriginal myths written by Dr.J.L.Kohen, describing malevolent creatures thought to inhabit 
terrain such as the Blue Mountains. These included Ghindaring, Gurungaty, Mumuga, Guba 
and Dthuwangong. These ominous and threatening characters were seen to operate as 
territorial guardians of various kinds, protective of the sanctity of certain sites. 

On the back page was printed the opening stanza of Percy Shelley’s ‘Hymn to Intellectual 
Beauty’ written in 1816, this alludes to the mysterious disquieting presence of an 
unaccountable sublime power that subtends existence. Beneath this text was a vertiginous 
image of a print by Sidney Page (1893) depicting the struggle on the ledge of a sheer cliff at 
Reichenbach Falls, that led to the death of Sherlock Holmes  

To conclude, students were informed that an excursion had been scheduled for the next 
session that would require them to descend and re-ascend Wentworth Falls. 

Session 4 
Wentworth Falls excursion 
The day was windswept and wet and the area was shrouded in thick mist an ideal 
atmosphere to experience the more ominously sublime aspect of the falls, with restricted 
visibility, the heightened dangers of slipperiness and the possibility of losing one’s way in the 
swirling misty clouds. Students were asked to consider the experience of Lachlan 
Macquarie’s first encounter of the ‘cataract’ of Wentworth Falls in 1815 and compare this with 
how Darwin in 1836 may have responded to the same sublime scene.  

Students were encouraged to experience the descent with something of the trepidation and 
apprehension of entering haunted and dangerous terrain, with the prospect of encountering 
one of the malevolent mythic guardians of the falls. They were asked to imaginatively inhabit 
the realm where spirits could be invoked and materialise. (In parallel with the setting of Act 2 
Scene 2 and in keeping with Shelley’s poem). 

Session 5 
A transcript of Act 1 Scene 2 of Manfred was distributed to all students. Discussion continued 
around the difficulties of how to pictorially render a sense of story. The paintings of Caspar 
David Friedrich and Mary Shelley’s ‘Frankenstein’ were both referenced in relation to this. 
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