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In 2018, Markus Kuchenbuch founded the Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra. As Janelle 
White explains, the ensemble’s diverse repertoire and welcoming concerts – some of which 
are staged in spectacular outdoor locations – are providing a powerful space for community 
engagement and cross-cultural understanding, inspiring positive change. 

Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra, Desert Festival 2020, Alice Springs Desert Park. 
Photo © Oliver Eclipse  

Ringneck parrots are the playful scallywags of the dress circle; they chatter incessantly on the 
branches overhead. The smooth bark of a river red gum is surprisingly cool as I lean back on 
it, watching an early morning choir of budgerigars perform from surrounding tree hollows 
and the very tips of exposed limbs. 

People have gathered beside the ancient riverbed, lounging on BYO deckchairs, fallen logs 
and an assortment of picnic rugs. A few camped overnight to watch the sun rise and set on 
the Bluff – a red rock escarpment ascending from the river sand to form a dramatic backdrop 
to the imminent performance. Others left early from Mparntwe (Alice Springs) to ensure a 



timely arrival. Balancing their thermos flasks in the sand, they nurse steaming cuppas and 
share yarns until the orchestra begins. 

This is contemporary chamber music with a strong sense of community and a strong sense of 
place.  

Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra performs in country attire at the Bluff, Alherrkentye 
(Trephina Gorge). Photo © Tamara Burlando  

A warm breeze rises to accompany the performance, challenging the musicians to keep their 
composure. The audience quietens as enchanting creations by Elena Kats-Chernin and Arvo 
Pärt fill the space – supported by the hum of an occasional fly. 

These landscapes provide rich inspiration for the versatile flautist, conductor and artistic 
director Markus Kuchenbuch. Arriving in Alice Springs in 2014, his immediate interest was in 
‘landscape translations’, interpreting the Central Australian desertscapes into music. 

“I began this journey on contrabass flute, interpreting landscapes for people to become 
immersed in their surrounds. During Desert Festival concerts and at Yubu Napa Aboriginal Art 
Gallery in Alice Springs, I translated paintings and photographs into the medium of music,” 
he says. 

“I also worked as choir master for the NT Music School, travelling all over the desert regions – 
Kintore, Pitjantjatjara Country, Ikuntji, Yuendumu, Harts Range, Imanpa, Epenara, Canteen 
Creek, Willowra . . . It was then that I experienced art [in Aboriginal community art centres] 
that truly reflected the land and the trees. The art of Ampilawatja [Community] was the best I 
saw. I started singing the landscape as I travelled and this reminded of my uncle’s works, 



Franz Beer,” says Kuchenbuch, referring to the renowned contemporary visual artist of 
Austrian origin, best known for his abstract paintings using impasto and collage techniques. 

Kuchenbuch’s interest grew in combining visual art with music, to encourage people to 
immerse themselves in the Central Australian landscapes. In March 2018, a quartet evolved 
from a $10,000 Arts NT grant to revive the Alice Springs CBD. Many concerts followed on the 
Flynn Church lawns in Todd Street Mall, with the Anglican church becoming a temporary 
home for such creative ventures. 

Kuchenbuch explains how he spent time sourcing and buying music in Europe and the US, 
helping to build a resource library before facilitating a series of grant-funded collaborations 
that merged into a yearly program. High school bands played alongside a local pop choir and 
interstate quartet players. 

“It was a contemporary program focussing on education and inclusiveness. Pieces by 
Australian composers Elena Kats-Chernin and Peter Sculthorpe were performed alongside 
Radiohead, Philip Glass, Arvo Pärt, Max Richter, Led Zeppelin, Coldplay, pop, rock, Mozart 
and Haydn. I’m always looking for what’s happening – the zeitgeist,” says Kuchenbuch. 

The journey has become increasingly inclusive of large numbers of local community members 
through his formation of the Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra (ASWCO) in 2018, with 
its varied repertoire and travelling performances. 

Cellist Sarah Dick explains how it was a local newspaper article calling for musicians that 
ultimately led her to join the ASWCO. “I had seen the quartet play in the [Todd Street] Mall 
and liked what I saw. It was a nice experience. It was late afternoon, the sun was setting, the 
birds singing . . . and I wanted to be a part of that.” 

Dick admits she wondered whether she’d be ‘up to scratch’, considering she hadn’t played 
her cello for ten years, but decided to chance it and sent off an email. That was three years 
ago. 

“After joining the orchestra, and attending the professional workshops, it made me want to 
get better. I currently balance work, family and the cello, when I can squeeze it in, [but] when 
my kids are older, I’d like to have something to focus on for my own development,” she says. 

Similarly, viola player Ed Nicholson describes how the ASWCO has become a part of his 
routine, stressing how energised he feels after Wednesday rehearsals. “I’m not drawn to 
‘traditional’ classical music, [but] I love Kats-Chernin, Arvo Pärt . . . and it’s great to work with 
living composers.” He particularly enjoys the way in which Kats-Chernin’s works feature each 
orchestral instrument, including viola, which he finds both interesting and challenging 
considering the instrument’s “tendency towards anonymity”. 



Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra Collaborations, Flynn Church lawns, Todd Mall, 
Mparntwe (Alice Springs)  

During 2020, the ASWCO provided important creative relief from COVID-19 isolation, 
connecting with people at outdoor venues where social distancing practices helped 
overcome emotional and geographic isolation. Live performances held at dawn in spectacular 
open-air settings regularly attracted audiences of more than 100. A Territory Arts Projects 
grant through the Territory Government’s Creative Industries Sector Immediate Response 
and Resilience Program from Arts NT, to help companies recover from COVID, supported 
these performances, as well as livestreaming and the involvement of local radio, film-makers 
and photographers.  

Both Dick and Nicholson mention the benefit of having been recorded on local radio 8CCC for 
extended family members and parents living interstate, which allowed them to continue 
enjoying the orchestra’s performances. 

Playing outdoors is certainly not without its challenges. The dry Central Australian climate 
creates concern for instruments, with the splitting of wood requiring interstate repairs. Dick 
says this is often nerve-wracking and describes times when burning hot strings can mean 
scorched fingers. 

“It’s a big gamble playing outdoors. When we played on Anzac Hill it was blustery during the 
performance with the wind lifting just as people were arriving . . . but you can’t then say, 
‘sorry it’s too windy’. We had to struggle to keep music stands upright and music on stands. 
The wind also made it difficult for the audience to hear the performance. [Unfortunately] you 
can’t plan for the weather.” 



Despite such difficulties, Dick says she loves the experience of playing outdoors and laughs 
when explaining how grateful she is for the ‘forgiving’ nature of Alice Springs audiences. 
“When playing outdoors, the sound is lost around you so it’s technically more difficult and 
daunting to play. The opportunity to hear whether you are in tune may only come when 
listening back to the recording on the radio!” She also explains that in Alice Springs things 
often seem to come together only at the last minute – “so, when there is a good turn-out, 
I’m happily surprised”.  

The orchestra’s 2021 season began at 7:30am in February at the base of the Bluff, 
Alherrkentye (Trephina Gorge), located over 80kms east of Alice Springs in the magnificent 
East MacDonnell Ranges. In March, Jonathan Tooby, Artistic Director and Chief Conductor of 
the Darwin Symphony Orchestra, led the year’s first three-day professional workshop, 
focussing on contemporary chamber music and composers, including Pärt, Kats-Chernin and 
John Rutter.  

In May, an Indian Inspirations evening involved members of the Alice Springs Sikh community 
playing tabla and harmonium alongside special guest Dr John Napier from the University of 
New South Wales. Napier provided instruction in improvisation, drawing from both Indian 
and Western modal forms.  

The orchestra is very fortunate to have recently gained another talented member – 
American-born Australian zoomusicologist and composer, Dr Hollis Taylor. Having moved to 
Alice Springs just eight weeks prior, Taylor’s compositions were introduced during an evening 
soirée in June, which showcased a rich tradition of folk melodies. The Journeying the Middle 
East concert featured local multi-instrumentalist Pin Rada playing resonant conversations on 
a Cretan lyre, with the orchestra performing hauntingly beautiful Kurdish melodies 
interwoven with the Western ensemble. Taylor’s Unsquare Dances and Kats-Chernin’s 
Butterflying added a vivacious playfulness to the evening’s repertoire. 

“I developed the 2021 ASWCO program with the thought that there are people from around 
75 different nations living in Alice Springs, providing rich opportunity for community 
engagement and collaboration . . . to showcase Alice Springs’ incredible talent,” says 
Kuchenbuch. 



Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra performs at Rungutjirpa (Simpsons Gap). Photo © 
Oliver Eclipse  

A strong advocate for the orchestra’s educational potential, he actively recruits young people 
to gain performance experience. The youngest to date has been 12-year-old Gurbaksh Singh 
Dhalilwal, who played the tabla during the evening of Indian inspired music. Other local high 
school students have played with the string section, with members from Drum Atweme 
(a drumming group engaging young people from Alice Springs town camps) joining 
collaborative performances in the Mall. 

“We [also] run music education programs in remote communities where we play Coldplay, 
Lady Gaga . . . The Aboriginal children are usually mesmerised by the ‘old’ instruments; old 
instruments playing young music,” says Kuchenbuch. 

August saw the orchestra hit the road on its annual Outback Education Tour. They visited 
regional centres, playing at Nyinkku Nyinyu Culture Centre Tennant Creek, Leliyn (Edith Falls) 
in Nitmiluk National Park, as well as Jilkminggan Aboriginal Community, before performing 
on the Bamboo Band Stand at the Darwin Festival with members of the Darwin Symphony 
Orchestra. 

In September, Indigenous Australian performers shared the stage, including soloist Eric 
Avery, a composer, singer, dancer and violinist, who played at a sunrise concert at 
Anthwerrke (Emily Gap) – a registered Sacred Site for Arrernte people associated with the 
three ancestral caterpillar beings of Mparntwe. The day finished with an evening concert at 
the Araluen Arts precinct with a piece by Peter Sculthorpe entitled Ubirr, involving a 
performance on didgeridoo by a local Alice Springs school student, and David Warin 



Solomons’ Purinjiti (Tiwi language for ‘Message Stick’) – a piece inspired by the hot arid 
Central Australian landscape, written for clapsticks, didgeridoo, strings, flute and euphonium. 

Dick says she believes there is intrigue in the ASWCO and its unusual programming, and 
credits Kuchenbuch for his vision. “He has great ideas, he finds things. He finds an idea and 
then runs with it – and it works out!” 

She mentions a Zoom meeting during rehearsals for the Middle Eastern concert in June 
where US composer, Kevin Bishop, provided musical direction from Connecticut. The meeting 
was arranged when Kuchenbuch sent Bishop an email enquiring about sheet music for his 
piece Kurdish Fantasy after hearing it performed on YouTube. 

Bishop lived in Afghanistan for many years, becoming Director of Orchestral Studies at the 
Afghanistan National Institute of Music. He prepared the country’s first female conductors, 
who led the Afghan Women’s Orchestra Zohra in concerts across Europe. 

During the ASWCO’s June concert, Kuchenbuch explained Bishop’s relationship with 
Afghanistan to the audience, and said Bishop had promised to write clarinet, flute and bass 
parts for his Afghan Suite #2, expressly for ASWCO. 

The orchestra duly played Afghan Suite #2 in its September concert to highlight the current 
humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan. In a letter to Kuchenbuch, Bishop said: “Playing this music 
of Afghanistan is so relevant at this moment, as the Taliban is retaking the country. I have 
been getting such desperate messages from past students, musicians, and teachers in 
Afghanistan. After 20 years of trying to rebuild, music is again illegal and musicians are being 
persecuted. More than ever before, the Afghan musical tradition is at risk of being lost 
forever.” 

Kuchenbuch is the recent recipient of a professional development Fellowship from Arts NT 
that will allow him to focus on further development of his skills in leadership and conducting 
from his peers both intra and interstate – including Jonathan Tooby, Melbourne Symphony 
Orchestra’s Benjamin Northey, Van Diemen’s Band’s Julia Fredersdorff, as well as composer 
Elena Kats-Chernin. In this regard, he says: “I’m finally feeling a sense of acknowledgement. 
We are now getting approached by international artists and composers; we showcase world-
class locations, stunning environments, and versatile and compact programs of unique 
pieces.” 

The performance at the Bluff draws to a close. We’ve experienced delight, wonder, magic. 
The morning is now considerably hotter, and the music has made for a mellow riverside 
mood. There is an open invitation to head to the nearby John Hayes Rockhole to cool off and 
relax après concert. People gather their children, their chairs, their hats, coats and 
thermoses, and make plans to meet at the next concert. 

“When is it?” 

“Where?” 

“Yep, got it . . . I’ll be there, no worries!” 



These orchestral journeys with their interweaving of local landscapes and peoples help create 
cross-cultural understandings and inspire positive change. These concerts provide a powerful 
inter-cultural space for such conversations to be had.  

Quite the remit for a small town musical ensemble with national and world-reaching 
implications. Alice Springs World Chamber Orchestra – worth experiencing. 

 


