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Introduction
Ash Dome is a dance work made as a collaboration between myself as composer and
choreographer Simon Birch, created as a response to the work of English sculpture David
Nash. Devised together with twenty-six first-year undergraduate dance students at the
Northern School of Contemporary Dance (NSCD) in Leeds, it was performed at the Riley
Theatre, Leeds, on the 22nd and 23rd of March 2011. The music was composed using a
combination of found sound, cello, guitar and recorded samples, played back using fixed media.
I have provided a video of the complete piece on the Data Drive. I have also included a separate
audio only sound file of the complete piece.1

Figure 1: Red Dome. David Nash (2009). Photographer Jonty Wilde.

Process
I was commissioned as composer by choreographer Simon Birch in April 2011. This was the
second piece created with Simon, having made Timeliners together at the NSCD in 2010.2 Ash
Dome was devised over a period of one month, with Simon working five days a week with the

1

See:/DataDrive/Ash Dome Media/
A Timeliners video is available to watch online here:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=szwabK9cy_o.

2
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dancers. I visited once or twice a week, and also kept in regular contact throughout via email
and phone.
The starting point was a visit by myself, Simon and the dancers to an exhibition of David
Nash’s visual art at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park. This was a major retrospective exhibition,
which Nash himself has described as ‘unique’ and ‘a full statement of my life’s work’.3 The initial
exposure to Nash’s work, combined with subsequent research and discussions between
choreographer, composer and dancers, provided the foundations from which the piece
developed. Specific sculptural forms and conceptual ideas found in Nash’s work were of
particular significance to the final piece and the creative process, as I will discuss in more detail
below.

Sound Sources
Ash Dome is a continuous piece of music, but it can be subdivided into a number of smaller
sections that dovetail into one another, as shown in figure 4 below. Each subdivision illustrated in
figure 4 was made using a different sound palette. These sounds were drawn from three main
sources: environmental field recordings; instrumental recordings made by the composer; samples
taken from the composer’s own gamelan sample library.

Figure 2: Black Sphere. David Nash (2004).
Photographed at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park 2011. Photographer Jonty Wilde.

3

NASH 2009, page 19.
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Environmental field recordings include, for example, the sounds of cracking wood used for
‘Tree Percussion’ (1:15–4:39), birdsong recordings used in ‘Bird Cello’ (14:44–20:19), and water
sounds in the ‘Ash Dome’ section (5:49–9:31). Environmental sound sources, in addition to
being used in a recognisable form, have frequently been manipulated and processed to create
other less immediately recognisable textures. All field recordings used in Ash Dome were made by
the composer during the compositional process. For example, the water sounds, bird song, and
sounds of cracking wood were taken from the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, recorded when
attending the David Nash exhibition in 2011. Other sounds were collected from locations near
the composer’s home in York.
Instrumental recordings include the guitar sound used throughout, such as in ‘Guitar
Spheres’ (9:31–10:49). This guitar sound was recorded and played by the composer and then
used as source material to make other sounds: for example the looped pulse figure that first
appears at 5:49 and continues through the ‘Ash Dome’ section and the low frequency pulse that
joins it at 6:00. Cello is used prominently in the piece, and can be found for example in ‘The
Tower’ (0:00–1:15), ‘Cello Pyramid’ (13:49–14:44), and ‘Bird Cello’ (14:44–20:09). All cello
recordings used were recorded by the composer and played by Min Song.
Gamelan samples are used frequently in Ash Dome. All such samples are taken from the
composers own gamelan sound library.4 They can be heard throughout the piece in the form of a
range of metallic pitches sounds, for example in ‘Bronze Spheres’ from 10:49 or in ‘Tree
Percussion’ at 2:33.

Figure 3: Red Column. David Nash (2010). Photographer Jonty Wilde.

4

Jon Hughes and John Jacobs created a gamelan sound library in April 2010 using recordings of
Gamelan Sekar Petak, a central Javanese Gamelan housed at the University of York.
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Figure 4: Ash Dome complete form.

Form
Ash Dome lasts 20 minutes and 10 seconds. As mentioned above, it can be subdivided into a
number of smaller sections that dovetail into one another. These sections can be organised
further and put together into a number of larger subgroups: ‘The Exposition,’ ‘Entering the
Dome,’ ‘Spheres’ and ‘Cello Section.’

The Exposition
The first two sections, leading up to ‘Guitar Pyramid’ at 4:24 form ‘The Exposition.’ This
begins with ‘The Tower,’ which is a vertically stacked sound collage constructed using most of
the sonic elements that will be heard subsequently in the piece, including gamelan, guitar and
cello. This then dissolves into ‘Tree Percussion,’ in which various field recording sounds of
wood and trees are used to make percussive loops. These loops are overlaid with tones
generated from gamelan samples—for example, the rising figure that starts at 2:32. The
rhythmic material changes to a second loop at 2:50, and this is joined by a sustained pedal note
at 3:18, made from time-stretched gamelan fragments.

Figure 5: Ash Dome. Drawing by David Nash.

Entering The Dome
From 4:18, as the rhythm fades, ‘Tree Percussion’ starts to transform into ‘Guitar Pyramid,’
which itself functions as a transition into the change of pace found in the following ‘Ash Dome’
section. The ‘Ash Dome’ section, which begins properly with the sound of a rhythmic pulse at
5:49, is made from a combination of guitar sounds, gamelan sounds and the sounds of water.
The rhythmic loops starting at 5:49 are made from processed and filtered guitar recordings.
Water sounds (recorded at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park) first appear at 6:09 and continue
117

throughout the section. These sounds are joined by a melody constructed from pitched material
which begins at 6:40. This pitched material has been made by filtering the underlying water
sound recordings, boosting the level at specific frequencies with a narrow Q factor, and
suppressing all other frequencies (using Reaper’s versatile FFT EQ). At 8:34 time-stretched
bird song recordings are heard, along with figures derived from gamelan samples from 8:46. The
sounds of cracking wood first appear clearly at 8:59.

Spheres
A guitar sound first heard at 9:19 marks the beginning of ‘Guitar Spheres.’ Here, a rhythmic
guitar loop is overlaid with gamelan-derived material and time-stretched recordings of bird
song. This guitar loop then slows down, fading into a time-stretched, half-speed version of itself
at 10:34. ‘Guitar Spheres’ gives way to ‘Bronze Spheres’ at 10:49, which is constructed from
loops and figures derived exclusively from gamelan samples. At 12:15 there is a clear change in
the loops used. ‘Bronze Spheres’ run to 13:20.

Cello Section
Cello sounds are first heard at 12:52 in the form of cello harmonics, signalling the immanent
change into the ‘Cello Section.’ This begins properly at 13:20, allowing the ‘Bronze Spheres’
loops to fade out. ‘Cello Pyramid’ is constructed exclusively from processed and unprocessed
cello sounds. As with ‘Guitar Pyramid,’ ‘Cello Pyramid’ can be seen as part of a transition,
preparing the ground for ‘Bird Cello,’ which begins with the harmonics at 14:43. This is joined
by bird song (14:58) and a gentle wind sound (15:03). A more prominent cello part begins at
15:24, which develops through to the close of the piece, accompanied by occasional fragments of
environmental sound material. A clear cello melody enters at 16:03, which is repeated six times.
At 18:03 a new melody appears, repeated three times, and at 18:59, a third melody appears,
repeated four times.

Figure 6: Inside Capel Rhiw, David Nash’s home and studio
in Blaenau Ffestiniog, North Wales. Photographer Jonty Wilde.
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Emotional and Structural Correlates
The sections, as described in the diagram above (figure 1), also have an emotional correlate: a
map of psychological or emotional states intended to be communicated through each section of
the piece. Whereas figure 1 is an expression of the underlying structural framework alone, it is
also possible to map a less tangible surface layer, which can perhaps be described as the work’s
emotional form, and is generated from the sum total of the constituent parts (movement, sound,
lighting, projections) working together.

A Description of the Form of Ash Dome using words
The feeling of ‘The Exposition’ is intended to be one of exuberance and freedom of
expression. This is achieved following an initial gathering and distillation of forces, both in
terms of sound, movement and lighting. At the beginning, a single dancer on stage emerges from
the darkness and is spotlit. She is joined gradually by all the dancers from the piece, and
together they construct a physical tower. The light level slowly increases throughout this
construction process. The idea of construction is reflected in the music with the building of a
sonic tower that is intended to be a representation of multiple musical elements of the piece; a
distillation of the sound-fabric of the piece as a whole compressed into the same short period of
time. The tower of dancers then explodes and deconstructs, with the dancers spreading across
the stage, using expansive and exuberant gestures and movement. Lighting levels on stage also
increase to emphasise these feelings. An element of tension is added at 3:21 with the emergence
of a sustained pedal tone. The feel of the movement becomes gradually less expansive, and the
number of bodies on stage slowly begins to reduce at around 3:50.
The overall shape of the opening as described above is quite deliberate, moving through the
stages of construction, explosion, and gradual increased tension to a more focussed aesthetic.
The construction of the tower builds energy, which is then released. This stored energy, once
released, remains on the stage, transmitted through the exuberant movement of the dancers in
the following rhythmic ‘Tree Percussion’ section. But rather than being expended, or ‘burnt off’,
the intention is for the energy to be transformed and focussed as the audience are led into
‘Guitar Pyramid’ and the ‘Ash Dome’ section.
As we reach ‘Guitar Pyramid,’ the transformation process continues. This is reflected in the
changing pace of the music; the steady rhythmic pulse disappears and instead we have a more
static texture, without a clear metric pulse. We are left with only four dancers on stage huddled
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into a tight shape, and there is a change of lighting state, with a focussed spotlight. With the end
of ‘Guitar Pyramid,’ beginning at around 5:29, a projection begins to emerge on the back wall,
and a little more light is added to take us into the ‘Ash Dome’ section proper. We are now in a
completely different place; more intimate, meditative, reflective and gentle. Movement is slower
and more controlled, more considered. As the ‘Ash Dome’ section then progresses, the numbers
of bodies on stage increases as various dancers are reintroduced, and lighting levels also
gradually increase.
The ‘Guitar Spheres’ section continues a similar feel emotionally, being quite gentle and
atmospheric in tone. It is a transition again from the focussed, perhaps slightly melancholic and
serious feel of the ‘Ash Dome’ section into a more static transition phase. There is a sense that
what was said in the ‘Ash Dome’ section is nearing completion. The lighting gradually increases
until the stage is fully lit by time ‘Bronze Spheres’ is reached. ‘Bronze Spheres’ is more bright
and open in feel.
With ‘Cello Pyramid,’ a new place is reached. All the dancers reassemble on stage for this
transition, creating a communal form that builds along with the developing and building sonic
texture. This construction dissolves as the bird cello section is established, and a single dancer is
left on stage. The lighting moves through a change of level and colour to mark the change of
feeling. ‘Bird Cello’ is a new place psychologically and emotionally. The movement becomes
about lifting, lightness. The emphasis for the rest of the piece is on a sense of contact,
communication and relationship.

Figure 7: Oculus Block. David Nash (2010). Photographer Jonty Wilde.
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David Nash’s Work and its Relationship to Ash Dome
David Nash at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park was a thorough retrospective of the artist’s career,
containing over 200 works made since 1967 and was his most ambitious project to date at the
time.5 As such it gave composer, choreographer and dancers a complete overview of the artist’s
work and the variety of forms he has produced over a forty-year career. Since the late 1960s
Nash has worked exclusively in wood, treating wind-fallen, dead or dying trees as ‘wood
quarries’ from which to draw the material for sculptures ranging from table forms, abstract
shapes, pyramids, cubes and spheres, anthropomorphic frames and standing structures.

Figure 8: David Nash working on new pieces. Photographer Jonty Wilde.

Typically, Nash has worked in the landscape, alongside the source of his material, responding
not just to the wood available, but also to the local cultural conditions where he is working.6
Although best known for his free-standing sculptures in wood, he has also since the mid-1970s
produced a series of planted projects, which he calls ‘growing works’. Whilst a number of these
have been realised in sculpture gardens,7 most have been carried out close to his home, on a
hillside in Cae’n-y-Coed in the Vale of Ffestiniog, Wales. There are over twenty works here, of
which the best known is the Ash Dome, a ring of ash trees planted in 1977 (see cover image, and
figure 5 and 9).

5

PHEBY 2009, page 4.
TUFNELL 2006, page 88.
7
For example Divided Oaks, in 1985 at the Kroller-Muller Museum in Otterlo, Holland; see
TUFNELL 2006, page 90.
6
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Ash Dome as a meditative public space
Ben Tuffnel, in his book Land Art, describes David Nash’s Ash Dome as follows:
Ash Dome is a ring of twenty-two ash trees, guided and fletched
using traditional husbandry techniques, so as to grow into a
sculptural form that symbolises the interaction of nature and
culture as well as creating a meditative chamber.8
This work had an important influence on the dance piece Ash Dome. We were interested in
this idea of a public meditative space, and set out to create such a space for the audience through
our work. For the Ash Dome section (5:49 − 9:31), the reduced lighting, the projections, the
slowing down of musical pace, and the increased level of intimacy conveyed by the smaller
number of dancers all contribute in an attempt to achieve this.

Figure 9: Ash Dome photographed in woodland, near Cae’n-y-Coed in
the Vale of Ffestiniog, Wales. David Nash. Photographer reproduced with the permission of David Nash.

In terms of form, the work contains two main focal points for composer and choreographer:
the ‘Ash Dome’ section, from 5:49 to 9:31, and ‘Bird Cello,’ from 14:44 to 20:09. Other sections
can be seen as transitional to some extent, either leading up to or linking these two focal points.
The ‘Ash Dome’ section itself is where we enter the dome, the meditative space. The ‘Bird Cello’
section is where we step out of this meditative space, into the light. The feeling here is of
breathing fresh air, of rebirth and psychological transformation. Emerging from a meditative
and reflective space, engaging with Nash’s work, we are rejuvenated. This is a basic contour of
the form and, on reflection, the meaning of the piece as a whole for composer and
choreographer; the rush of energy in ‘The Exposition’ is focussed down to a meditative and
8

TUFNELL 2006, page 90.
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contemplative place in the ‘Ash Dome’ section and then transformed into a lighter, more
expansive state in the closing ‘Bird Cello’ section.

Family Tree and the Primary Forms
Family Tree
Family Tree is a large painting that was on display at the YSP exhibition. The piece was begun
in 1997 and represents David Nash’s artistic development over the span of his entire career. He
keeps the image up to date: it has been added to and expanded numerous times, most recently in
2008.9 It now consists of five frames, which can be seen in figure 2. The piece is an attempt by
Nash to represent his own development as an artist, to show a range of what he considers to be
his most important pieces and how they interrelate. It also shows the chronological development
of his work. The full image can be seen in figure 12 below. Figure 10 however shows a close up
detail.

Figure 10: Detail of David Nash’s Family Tree. (Reproduced with permission of YSP Publishing)

This work influenced Ash Dome in a number of ways. The initial starting piece in Family Tree
is a work he considers to be extremely important: First Tower, constructed at Blaenau Ffestiniog
in 196710 (seen at the extreme left of the image in figure 10 and 12). Ash Dome and Wooden Boulder
can be seen spanning the entire picture, as these pieces have been developing continuously
throughout the period represented, being long term ‘growing pieces’. First Tower is the starting

9

See video documentary Updating Family Tree by David Nash (Nash 2009).
TUFNELL 2009, page 124.

10
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piece however, and as such clearly very important. We can see from his own writing that David
Nash considers this work to be the first piece of real importance for him, one from which all his
other work has grown. It is as if First Tower was a composite containing all his future work in
embryonic form.
Family Tree serves a twofold process. One the one hand it presents a diverse body of work to
an audience and reveals the relationship between them, but on the other it reveals a private
process, in which the artist struggles to understand how he has arrived at the present state of his
work.11 We set out to replicate the form of this piece though Ash Dome, starting with a tower of
our own in The Exposition, which contained all the sonic elements used in the rest of the piece.
This tower is then fragmented and split apart, with individual ideas being focussed on, displayed
more clearly and in different configurations and combinations.
The forms and shapes created by the dancers were also based on elements of Nash’s work.
Choreographer and dancers worked collaboratively to developed forms based on particular
sculptures by David Nash, and these became the building blocks or basic elements in creating
the movement vocabulary of the piece. Our exposure as a group to the mass of forms and images
in the exhibition, together with a sense of these forms being interrelated and growing out of one
another gained from Family Tree, together formed the core bedrock of the creative stimulus for
the work as a whole.

Figure 11: Wooden Boulder. Drawing by David Nash. (Reproduced with permission of YSP Publishing)

11

TUFNELL 2009, page 124.
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Figure 12: Family Tree. David Nash (2008). Reproduced with permission of YSP Publishing)
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Primary Forms
An interesting idea clearly presented in Family Tree is the concept of primary forms.
Throughout his career, Nash has worked extensively with three primary forms: Pyramid,
Sphere and Cube (see figure 13 and 14). They first appear singly in Nash’s early work, before
coming together for the first time in a piece made in Japan, Nature to Nature: Into Water (1984).
He has returned to these essential forms again and again throughout his career.12 In Nash’s own
words:
[T]here are various things I’ve learnt from Cezanne. He has an idea of observation and
applied his idea using the sphere, cone and cylinder[...] These forms have an inherent
clarity and authority, even when appropriated their integrity is undiminished. Ancient
culture revered geometry as a living force active in all things […] [M]aking these forms
over many years I find the cube is static, fixed, compared to the potential movement
rolling, orbiting of the sphere. The pyramid has a rising gesture, it’s awake, dynamic.13

Figure 13: Primary Forms drawing. David Nash. (Reproduced with permission of David Nash.)

Adapting Family Tree and the Concept of
Primary Forms to Music
The influence of Family Tree and the concept of primary forms manifested in my composition
work in two key ways: the creation of sonic pyramids, spheres and cubes as fundamental
building blocks in the piece, and the form of the piece as a proliferations of multiple forms from
a starting point.

12

13

TUFNELL 2009, page 126
PHEBY 2010, page 21
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One of the starting points creatively when composing Ash Dome was the idea of making sonic
pyramids, spheres and cubes. For example, one of the first things I did was to create a bronze
pyramid. This was achieved by making a sound collage of samples of bronze instruments (drawn
from gamelan recordings) that gradually rises in pitch from low to high frequency. The lowest
frequency sound is also the longest, and forms the pyramid base. Higher frequency samples
enter one by one, until the highest at the tip appear for just a moment. Sounds used were pitchshifted by slowing down or speeding up the original source recordings in order to create as wide
a sound frequency spectrum as possible. Once made, I then started to cut up the pyramid, and
so out of this initial pyramid structure, I would create other material. I experimented with
isolating different elements of the pyramid to create different harmonic structures. I then looped
sections to create rhythmic looped material, which became the Bronze Spheres section. I
experimented with this material for some time until I had a range of different elements carved
out from the original bronze pyramid that are scattered across the piece.
After receiving positive feedback from the choreographer and dancers, I repeated the same
process using other sound sources: for example, with guitar and cello. The second pyramid,
using the guitar, was cut up and used as a ‘sound quarry’, eventually forming the main musical
ideas for the ‘Ash Dome’ section, ‘Guitar Pyramid,’ and ‘Guitar Spheres.’ A cello pyramid was
then created with cellist Min Song in the studio. I got Min to create a cello pyramid by gradually
building layer upon layer while listening to the bronze and guitar pyramids I had already made
on headphones.

Figure 14: Pyramid Sphere Cube. David Nash 1997. Photographer Jonty Wilde.

So from this initial material, combined with the field recording sound sources already
mentioned in detail above, the piece developed as a complex proliferation of interrelated forms
unfolding throughout the duration of the work, all of which are contained in ‘The Tower’ in the
opening exposition section.
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Creating ‘Bird Cello’
‘Bird Cello,’ which follows the transitional ‘Cello Pyramid,’ stands alone in some way,
independent from the rest of the music in the piece. It was created in a different way, neither
growing out of the instrumental pyramid material described above nor from the manipulation of
field recordings. It was created in collaboration with cellist Min Song in the studio. I worked
with Min, asking him to improvise some cello lines in imitation of birdsong I had recorded from
the Yorkshire Sculpture Park. I asked him to reflect the feel of the birdsong in some way. I later
experimented with this material, editing it extensively and layering it in order to create the final
‘Bird Cello’ section. For example, the initial two-note figure that is introduced at 15:24, shown in
figure 15 below is actually the beginning of a single sound file, which is an edited section of a
take:

Figure 15: Two-note figure.

The full sound file, which I will call Sound File 1, can be seen notated below in figure 16:

Figure 16: Sound File 1.

As can be seen from figure 5, the cello repeats the two note figure, moving from Eb down a
semitone to D three times before moving down to a lower pair of notes (Bb and Ab), then
returning to the upper two for two further repeats, and ending on a single Eb. I looped this
sound file to create a backdrop, embedded in the environmental sounds. The entire file runs
from 15:23 to 15:37, before starting again at 15:44 and running to 15:58. The repeat is
accompanied by the gentle, slow-moving melodic material shown in figure 17 below, which is a
separate sound file played simultaneously, which I will call Sound File 2:

Figure 17: Slow-moving melody (Sound File 2).
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Following this, on the third repeat of Sound File 1, from 16:06 to 16:20, the two files (Sound
File 1 and 2) are joined by a third, Sound File 3, which contains the melody shown below in
figure 18:

Figure 18: Main melody (Sound File 3)

Subsequently these three files are repeated a further five times, played simultaneously. On
each repeat however, the balance of sonic elements is presented in a slightly different way: I
duplicated the files and filtered them in different ways, so that, for example, in the second repeat
of the melody (16:23–16:40) there is a stronger emphasis on low frequencies; the cello sounds
like it is accompanied by a double bass if you listen closely, and the tone is generally darker,
because it is joined by a version of itself pitch-shifted down an octave, with a slightly different
type of EQ to bring out lower frequencies.
The full structure of ‘Bird Cello’ was developed in this way, to come up with the final form as
shown in figure 19 below:

Figure 19: Bird Cello complete form.

There are three melodies, each of which is repeated a number of times, and varied using the
methods outlined above. Cello melody 1 is repeated six times, Cello melody 2 is repeated three
times, and Cello melody 3 is repeated four times.
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