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I first met Sir Sidney Nolan (‘Sid’) in 1968 when I was 25 years old. The occasion was a major 
exhibition of his famous ‘Ned Kelly Paintings’ from the early 1950s. We got on well and when, 
10 years later, I was commissioned to write my first (and only) opera ‘Commedia’ for Kassel State 
Opera, Sid travelled to Germany for the premiere in 1979. A year later, the work was given its 
UK premiere at Sadler’s Wells, and to my surprise, Sid and Colin Davis came to that UK premiere 
and afterwards suggested we go out for a late meal and a chat.  

Sid knew that I had followed up on his Ned Kelly paintings and done a lot of research into that 
notorious but iconic Australian Bushranger. Colin was Artistic Director at Covent Garden at the 
time and Nolan had done several major set designs for productions there. Both suggested I 
should think about writing an opera on Ned Kelly, and Covent Garden immediately 
commissioned it for production in 1984. Five years later, I abandoned the project after 
completing the first act. By the mid 1980s, I was totally disenchanted with the medium of opera- 
a view I still have today. Opera just isn’t for me.  

However, during the period 1981-1986, I composed three works about Ned Kelly and/or his 
family, the last being Kate Kelly’s Road Show commissioned by the Chester and Adelaide 
Festivals and premiered in 1984. The second was Kelly Choruses, commissioned by the BBC and 
premiered in 1982, and the first was this solo clarinet piece, Kelly-Nolan-Kelly that I wrote for 
Alan Hacker in 1981 and then revised for publication in 1983.  

I first met Alan Hacker when I was 19 years old. Alan not only encouraged me to compose as 
much as possible (I was studying physics at the time), but also gave the very first professional 
performances of my music at the Edinburgh Festival in 1969. Later I wrote a second clarinet 
concerto for Alan (now released by Divine Art on their Métier label, in a remastering of the 
1983/4 recordings). 

The work is in three sections: Toccata 1 – Aria - Toccata 2. I visited and researched ‘Kelly Country’ 
in Victoria in Australia for several weeks, especially the still-wild Wombat Ranges, where the 
Kelly Gang hid from the police. Underlying this piece are two things in particular: the wild and 
savage Australian Bush, so powerfully represented in Nolan’s Kelly paintings, and the lyrical and 
often comedic music of Ireland, which is of course where Ned’s mother was born. The central, 
pivotal ‘aria’ is soulful and even tragic; it presents the tender yet bleak mind of Kelly, a figure 
more a victim of anti-Irish sentiment than a mere villain. But Kelly was also humorous and even 
riotous by nature too, which is why the second toccata plays with Irish Jigs and the effects of 
whiskey! 

 

Edward Cowie 
Cumbria, England. 
February 2021. 

Cover drawing by the composer. 
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