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I lefr The woodlands of the Coldfields are taller. denser and

I more extensive than many people yealise.
I

lBelow (from left to right): PoLenli^l musical instrument
I t imbers in their natural settings-salmon gum, Goldfields
I blackbutt. boree.

Seattle, have sampled a range of species
to this purpose, yielding some very
in te res t  ing  poss ib i l i t i es  fo r  cer ta in
timbers to create the flutes ofthe future.

WHAT'S IN A HEAD-JOINT?
The head-joint is the tone'generating

e lement  fo r  the  f lu te .  I t s  spec ia l
i m p o r l a n c e  a s  p a r I  o f  t h e  e n t i r e
instrumentwas long recognised, but has
only recently been separated from the
construction of the entire instrument.
But  the  head- jo in t  i s  the  key  to
instrument's sound qualit ies.

Its manufacture is relatively simple:
a tapered-bore length of tube of definite
dimensions, with an'embouchure-hole'
(i.e. blow-hole) carved into the tube at a
certain point. Unlike the rest of the flute,
there are no moving mechanical parts
involved.

The res t  o f  the  ins t rument ,  ln
contrast, consists of a sophisticated and

delicate system ofkeys, rods and springs
by which the various tone holes in the
body and foot are stopped in order to
determinethe different notes tobe played.
The dimensions of the body and foot
joints of the flute remain much as they
were more than a hundred years ago,
and the mechanics are standard to
manufacturers the world over.

The head-joint, however, carries one
feature that has resisted standardisation
and thus has remainedatthe last frontier
offlute making: namely, the dimensions
and carv ing  o f  the  a l l - impor tan t
embouchure-hole. While a set of basic
dimensions and wall-angles has been
loosely adhered to for the last century or
so, details have varied widely, from
almost  round ho les  to  ova l  o r
rectangular, in the quest for the ideal
balance between maximum tone and
volume, as well as ease of articulation.

In  the  las t  10-15  years ,  the

manufacture of head-joints has become
so specialised that a growing industry
has emerged in the custom-making of
flute head-joints. It is not at all unusual
nowadays for a performer to be playing a
flute with a head-joint made by someone
other than the original manufacturer of
the instrument.

But head-joint-making, for all i ts
recent successes, is sti l l  an inexact
science. Every flautist 's facial muscular
s t ruc tu re  i s  d i f fe ren t ,  and indeed,
different f lautists can sound vastly
different using the same head-joint. And
the embouchure-hole is not the only
factor. The material of which the head-
joint is made also makes a considerable
difference to thesoundof the instrument.
And here again, there is a degree of
inexac t i tude tha t  cou ld  d r ive  the
technicians mad, if it were not for tne
beautiful music which can result.
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i irr i1r.rtes, the1, could i,,,ell be ideal.
An amazing arra,v of hard. heav1,,

f ine-grained timbers gro\! here. u'hich
compare  fa lourab lv  aga ins t  s im i la r
species elseurhere in Australia Of the
three eucall 'pt I.reartwood colour groups
of led. brou'n. and green. the reds have
provided the hardest materials for head
io in t  n lak ing .  no tab l ) '  g ian t  n la l lee
lE t tcu l r lp  l  t t s  o lsosr r ) .  red  mor re l
l l i .  long icorn is ) ,  sa  lmon gum
lE.  su /n to t toph lo ia ) ,  and redu,ood
lE. trtutscottlittentulr ). The latter thrcc
are  enc lemic  to  the  Co ld f ie lds  anc l
adjacent \Vheatbelt

'fhe mulga (.1c.1c1.? d/??&ra) of the
t - , ,  l J i i r l Js  : r l t1 (  i , r :  l ,  '  h .  1 r i r . l .  r ' .  hca i  r .  r
and Iiner graincd than an_v'r,here else
in Australia, and has so far stood out
as  pr i rne  head jo in t  ma ler ia l .  A Iso
a m 0 n g  t h c  a c a c r a s .  \ , e s t e r n  m l a l l
t . l .  p41 , t17 tn ,1v1 ' ,11  r l i f t .  rs  rn . r rk rJ l r  i r
haldness and densitl, fronr the l ighte,
\!eight eiislerr.r mvall (,1 pendala), found
in Quecnsland and Ner South \\Ialcs.
Likttt ise, the closelv related black oak
\CusuLn'itu puuper) ofthe (loldfields and
Queensland s (:. crislutu appear to be
one ancl the same tree from outu,ard
appearance. Ho\,-ever, the heartir,ood of
the ()r.reensland tree is beige. r '-hile the
Lioldfields species is a dark chocolate
brou,n. ancl is an almost uncannv look
alike tor the prized West Indian ebon,v i l
seeKs to replace.

To describr this field of research as
exciting uould bc an understittement.
Expeiinrcnting ir, ith these litt le knoiln
hardu'rxrcl species, on the edge of neu'
deve lopnrents  w i th  i lu te  head jo in t
d e s i g n  a n d  u o o d r , i n d  i n s t r u m e n l
manuiactlrfc, is a constlnl process of
discoverl, and jo). Thanks to the good
folks in Kalgoorlie Boulder who h;ive
nrade all this possible, and under tr,hose
rratchful e-,,.e the precious resource rr,i l l
be carefull l  managed. we mal x,ell be
l i s l L  n  i r r g  t ' , . r n J  .  r j u r i n g . ,  l o l  ̂ r  ' n u s i (  i n
the future \! 'hose origins can be traced
back to tl.re (loldfields. And the (loldfields

rna-v' take the credit for bringing the l-lute
back closer lo nature once again.

A KEY TO THE BAROQUE QUANDARY

Today's f lautists face a di lemma when they undertake to play Baroque,era
music. l t  has been a subject of intense debate since baroque music began enjoying
a resurgence in populari ty, some 25 years ago.

This historic period, roughly coincident with the l i fe of the great composer
Johann Sebastian Bach ( l  685-1 750), saw an enormous amount of music writ ten
for the f lute. The f lute of that t ime, however, was an almost completely dif ferent
i ns t rumen t  f f om the 'mode rn 'o r  Boehm-sys tem f l u te ,  i nven ted  i n  t he  19 th
century. The baroque f lute had only six open f inger holes and one mechanical key.
It  had a much thinner, smaller sound than todaV's instrument and, as a l imitat ion
of i ts crude design, was extremely dif f icult  to play in tune

Many purists insist that the baroque f lute, or a modern repl ica of i t ,  is the only
suitable instrument for performance of this music. This places the modern f lautist
in an awkward posit ion, with only a few options avai lable: f i rst,  to disregard
completely the'radical 'att i tude ofthose who would insiston historicalcorrectness;
second, to adopt some, but not al l ,  of the baroque performance elements on the
modern instrument; or third, to take up the baroque f lute, in essence learning the
new techniques and demands of an obsolete instrument.

Fortunately, Coldf ields t imber head-joints offer another option that goes a
long way towards a fulf i l l ing compromise on this thorny issue Many of the less
dense or l ighter-weight Coldf ields species seem to be well  suited for producing a
baroque sound quali ty on a f lute head-ioint of relat ively modern design, placed
on the metalbody of a modefn f lute; essential ly a composite instrument Themore
fibrous eucalypts, such as Dundas mahogany (f.  btockwoyD, Dundas blackbutt
(E dundosiD and mefiit (E flocktonioe), fot example, have given consistent resu lts
along these l ines. Other species worth exploring further because of l ight weight
yet fine texture are white cypress pine (Collitris gloucaphylla), borce (Meloleuco
pouperif latu), and perhaps even the sapwood of the black oak.

A part icularly intefesting case can be made for Str ickland's gum ( E str icklandiD,
which exhibits a mellow and ful l  yet mild tone with a wonderful ly 'cushiony' and
rel iable art iculat ion. Heads made from this species have done remarkablv well  in
the performance of Bach sonatas and arias on both metal and wooden f lutes.

I

The Str ickland's gum headjoint blends beauti fL. l l ly with the soprano voice.

Felix Skowronek is Professof of Flute at the University ofWashington, Seattle. An
accomplished flautist, Felix was a founding member of the Soni Ventorum Wind
Quartet in 1962, and has made more than 24 recordings with them. He also performs
with his jazz combo, the FS Jazz Trio, nhich debuted at the 20th Annual National t'lute
Conventjon held in Los Angeles in August 1992.

Felix has been a leading promoter of the revival of the wooden Boehm,system flute in
the USA, and through his research has become an authority on the use of new
hardwood speci€s for flute and woodriind instrument manufacture. He can be
contacted on (USA) +l 206 543 9260, or e-mail: fesaushw@u,washington.edu.
lan Kealley is CALM's coldfields Regional Manager and has been actively involved in
helping Proi Skowronek in his search for specialist timber on the WA Goldfields. Ian
can be contacted on (090) 21 7831.

Unless otherwise indicated, all photos are by Jiri Lochman
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SECRETS OF THE SEA
CAROLYN THOMSON

WILL THE WYAIJGTCHEM FOXGLOVE SURVIVE?
MIKE O'DONOGHUE & KEN ATK|NS.................................,..... 17

10

AFTER THE BURN
MANDY CLEWS & NEIL BURBOWS

KENNEDY RANGE NATIONAL PARK
DAVID GOUGH & RON SHEPHERD 28

The I hrealened W|alkalchem foxg loue
is being giuen a helping hand bU
scientists from CALM and Kings Park
and Botanic Garden (see page 17).

Anew CALM book, Dive & Snorkel Sites
in Western Australia, will encourage
noDice diuers qnd snorkellers to explore
the rich and diuerse coastline ofWA.
See 'Secrets of the Sea' on page 10.

WA Goldfields timbers are fast becoming
recognised as prime materiob for
producing unrld-ckss musicql i6truments.
Su 'Musical Timbers' on page 48.

The common rock-rat, photoglaphed
here in the Kimberleg, hos recentlU
been recorded in the Kennedy Range
National Pafk. See poge 28 for a profile
of this wonderful wildemess orea.

BIRDS OF THE STIRUNG RANGE
ALLAN BURBIDGE & ALTAN ROSE

CUTTING OUT THE LEAFMINER
IAN ABBOTT. PAUI VAN HEURCK. TOM EUBBIDGE &
ALLAN WILLS

MUSICALTIMBERS
FELIX SKOWRONEK & IAN KEALLEY

IN PERSPECTIVE

BUSH TELEGRAPH

ENDANGERED THEvENARD IsI-AND MoUsE ................ 20

URBAN ANTICS

36

43
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The brilliant purple flowers of the
twining fringed lily (Thrsanotus
patersonii) erl\rined around the burnt
stem of a slender banksia lB. attenuata),
See 'After the Burn'on page 21.
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This nesling pair ofsplendid fairg-wrens
is one of lhe mang BirdsoftheSti ing
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