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Abstract
The music of composer John Albert Exton (1933-2009) demonstrates a life-long
interplay of influences, processes, and styles. His permanent move from England to
Perth, Australia, in 1966 may explain some aspects of his subsequent musical
development, but this is potentially superficial and misleading. His life’s work, in
fact, needs to be constantly referenced to the enduring threads of Germanic
counterpoint and 12-note modernist techniques and aesthetics that underpin most
of his compositional practice. Exton’s music in the decade from 1970 typically
displays the use of chance procedures, though usually within tightly controlled
parameters strictly limited to compositional concerns rather than performance
presentation.

Consequently, these works align more closely to the canon of

Western music than they may, at first, appear. As details of Exton’s life and music
are not widely known, or are of limited availability, biographical details are
discussed in parallel with his musical development. In the analysis section,
important pre-1970 works are examined so to provide a much-needed context for
the more idiosyncratic works that were to follow. All the works he composed from
1970 until 1993—the year he ceased composing—are analysed, with a focus not
only on their unique aspects, but also the ways in which they adhere to quite
conservative (albeit modernist) musical values. The current dearth of information
on John Exton is further addressed by the inclusion of a comprehensive list of his
works, as well as details of all available recordings. Exton’s compositions display a
personal journal of musical discovery, with the continuously evolving interplay of
the conventional and the innovative creating a life-long body of work that is both
rigorously constructed and creatively articulated.
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Research Submission Components

This DMA research project has two components; this research-based thesis, and an
accompanying composition portfolio. The thesis aims are stated herein; Appendix
4 provides more details on the composition portfolio. In addition to these two
formal submissions, significant effort was devoted to collating, restoring, editing,
and digitising tape recordings of twenty Exton compositions, all originally
recorded several decades ago. These have already been made available online for
public access, as outlined in Appendix 2.
To form a link between the two research components, one work in the composition
portfolio—Exton Fragment and Responses—relates directly to the music of John
Exton. In fact, this composition aims to take the link beyond a typical ‘tribute’ work,
which would perhaps be expected of such an undertaking. As explained in this
thesis, a very short and incomplete (and in all practical respects, un-performable)
Exton composition has been given a sonic ‘lease of life’, showing a side of the
composer little seen in his many completed works. Further, the candidate’s own
responses to Exton’s sketch (and to his broader output) aim to frame the original
sketch within the scaffold of a larger work, providing a pathway (albeit the
candidate’s) for Exton’s musical aesthetics and traits into a more current musical
landscape.
The portfolio contains various compositions; some may mirror Exton’s work, while
others show little of his musical lineage. While Exton’s aesthetic and philosophical
influences (as the candidate’s composition tutor 1976-82) are sometimes
impossible to pinpoint, all the included works owe some level of debt to Exton’s
insistence on rigour and craftsmanship, at least in technical terms. Appendix 4
provides more details on these compositions, the scores for which form the
composition portfolio submission.
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Part 1
Research Rationale

Introduction

The music of John Albert Exton (1933-2009) is largely unknown beyond the
relatively small circle of people who had direct contact with Exton himself, or with
his music—almost all of which was never published or widely circulated. Many of
his works were premiered soon after completion but few received subsequent
performances. Numerous recordings have survived, though these are typically of
live and/or workshop sessions, not publicly available, and few commercially
recorded releases of Exton’s music were ever produced. Exton’s increasingly
obscure artistic profile has been compounded by the minimal published
commentary on his music, prior to this thesis.

Born in England in 1933, Exton’s precocious musical talents were evident by his
early teens. Tertiary studies at King’s College, Cambridge University, saw him
develop his talents both as violinist and composer, being awarded both B.A. and
Mus.B. in 1954. Private study in the late 1950s with renowned composers Mátyás
Seiber (1905-1960) and Luigi Dallapiccola (1904-1975) was pivotal to Exton’s
further mastery of traditional compositional skills and, importantly, equipped him
with a thorough grounding in the newer modernist practices of the time. Exton
gained further awards from Cambridge, notably the King’s College Fellowship

1

(1957-63), and Mus.D. (1963). Exton’s works represented Britain in the ISCM1
festivals of 1958 and 1962, and later, Australia in 1976.

Despite Exton’s active commitment to pursuing private compositional activities,
most of his energies beyond the student years were devoted to the teaching of
music:2 firstly, as Director of Music at Bedales School, Hampshire, UK (1963-66);
and subsequently as Senior Lecturer within the Music Department,3 The University
of Western Australia (UWA), from 1966. There he attained the position of
Associate Professor (1976), remaining until his eventual retirement in 1988. John
Exton died in Perth, aged 76, on 13th Sept. 2009.

Exton’s formative composing years saw him increasingly drawn to prevailing
modernist serial practices, though his move to Australia can be viewed as a
catalyst for the more personalized directions he would subsequently pursue.
Despite the vigorous (and ongoing) debate amongst composers and commentators
on the notion of Australian identity in new music, it appears Exton had little
engagement with this specific issue. Of greater significance to Exton in the late
1960s were the iconoclastic writings of John Cage (1912-1992), and the example
Cage set as an active creative artist. Several underlying philosophical tenets of
Exton’s music from this time were shaped, to some extent, by the ideas of Cage—
though it will be demonstrated that Exton largely avoided the stylistic
1

International Society for Contemporary Music.

Gillian Exton has written on this point “... he would hate to be associated with (the notion of)
‘music education’ – rigid programs on theory, etc. The study of music was something else! Use
‘education in music’ (as a more accurate reflection of his stance on this issue)”. Note to researcher,
18th July 2015.

2

The Dept. of Music was renamed School of Music in August 1991. Changed to Conservatorium of
Music in 2018.

3

2

compositional traits so typical of Cage’s music. In the late 1960s Exton was also
drawn to philosophical ideas consistent with those of Zen Buddhism, and although
initially inspired (once again) by Cage’s similar interest, Exton’s application of such
philosophies to his own music would follow a much different path to that of Cage.

While Exton’s life-long compositional output demonstrates the ‘peaks and troughs’
of most artists, it can be argued that the period from 1970 onwards contains his
most personal and idiosyncratic works, and this thesis aims to present the
evidence for this assertion. Of special significance in the works of this period are
the ways in which Exton embraced the concept of chance as a compositional
strategy. In this, Exton very much followed his own path, as will be shown through
the analysis of a significant number of his works. Exton also maintained a
surprisingly consistent adherence to many conventional aspects of the Western
musical canon, as demonstrated in his approach to genre, form, notation, and
counterpoint, for example. This apparent dichotomy reveals a central truth of
Exton’s modus operandi; despite his forthright published statements from the late
1960s and early 1970s advocating chance as a compositional strategy, he in fact,
for the most part, framed his own chance-based parameters within tightly
structured formal plans and well-defined limits.

3

Literature Review and Sources

The extreme scarcity of writings about Exton has necessitated an expansion of
consulted sources relevant to his life and work. For the purposes of this thesis and
for general clarity, the existing literature and sources that have been consulted
may be divided into four broad categories:
1. Exton’s compositions and related materials;
2. Exton’s writings (including those published, or unpublished yet
presented in various forums);
3. Articles or commentary on Exton by a third party;
4. Published texts dealing with issues of context relevant to the discussion
at hand. These may be subdivided into two groups:
i) Texts owned by Exton, and deemed influential upon him;
ii) Other reference texts of general relevance.
Each of these categories of material will now be discussed in detail.

1) Exton’s Compositions and Related Materials

While a complete list of Exton’s compositions is included in Appendix 1, this thesis
centres on the critical analysis of compositions from the years 1970-1993. To this
end, the Exton Archive4 is an invaluable and essential resource: it contains a
comprehensive collection of original scores, related plans and sketches, audio
tapes, as well as much ephemera. Various program notes and pre-performance
For most of the duration of this research project, Exton’s original manuscripts, sketches, and
related materials (hereafter the ‘Exton Archive’) were held in the Exton family home in Kalamunda,
Western Australia. This material is now housed within the State Library of Western Australia (see
Appendix 3 for further details). It is worth noting that copies of many Exton scores have, for many
years, been available for loan from the Music Library of The University of Western Australia.

4

4

introductions are included that are potentially of critical analytical importance.
These can reveal compositional processes otherwise difficult to identify—
particularly in the case of Exton, who developed a personalised creative paradigm
that resists classic analysis models.

It is worth noting that only three of Exton’s scores were ever published: Three
Pieces for oboe solo (1955 rev. 1961), Partita for string quartet (1957), and String
Quartet V (1972). The earlier two were published by J.&W. Chester Ltd., with
String Quartet V published in the UWA Music Department’s musicological journal
Studies in Music, which despite its high-mindedness (or because of it), was
nevertheless a publication of limited circulation. Most of Exton’s scores thus exist
only as hand-written originals, though many with backup bound photocopies. They
are often quite large, including those for solo or small ensemble works, and always
written in ink. Exton’s confident calligraphic style is tidy and legible,
demonstrating certain personal flourishes that lend the scores a certain craftsmanlike feel, no doubt enhanced by the specialist manuscript papers he consistently
used.

Most of Exton’s surviving sketches relate to the works of the 1970s. This is
presumably no accident, as this period contains many of his more personalized
creations, and he may well have saved these sketches as much for his own future
reference as anyone else’s. Exton’s earlier works are more conventional, thus less
reliant on the pre-compositional planning that became such a feature of, and
prerequisite for, many of the works of the 1970s.

5

2) Exton’s Writings

Exton’s few published articles address the specifics of his own music only
tangentially, though two are particularly relevant: his ‘manifesto’5 from 1967
expressing many of his musical and educational concerns; and a very brief
statement6 from 1973 addressing misunderstandings of the notion of chance as it
applies to the ancient Chinese oracular text, the I Ching (or Book of Changes), used
extensively by Exton in the 1970s. The issues these articles raise, and further
details of the I Ching, are addressed within the context of Exton’s development in
Parts 2 and 3.

Mention should be made of Exton’s other significant writings (see References)
which, although not directly illustrative of his own music, reveal his passion for the
future of music education and his resistance to compromise on artistic or
intellectual issues. Exton’s manner of argument, irrespective of topic, is routinely
provocative if not outright polemical—a characteristic remaining constant through
various writings, be they conference addresses, periodical articles, program notes,
or letters of dispute to the office of the University parking inspectors!7,8

5

John Exton, ‘Forward to First Principles – an Article of Faith’, Studies in Music, 1 (1967): 88-97.

6

John Exton, ‘The I Ching and Structure …(in)... String Quartet V’, Studies in Music, 7 (1973): 77.

7

Letters held in the Exton Archive.

Exton’s annotated copy of Constant Lambert’s Music Ho! hints at an audacity of style Exton seems
to have shared.

8
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3) Articles on Exton

There is very little available literature that deals specifically with Exton and/or his
music. Apart from a handful of brief or tangentially relevant sources (discussed
shortly), the only item of significance that directly addresses Exton’s compositional
development and stylistic traits is Roger Smalley’s short study from 1978.9 Its
modest length belies the insightful content, while its overall significance is
heightened by the lack of comparable studies. Smalley, himself a composer and
faculty colleague of Exton’s at UWA, presumably had direct interactions with Exton
in the completion of this chapter, providing a resultant authenticity to his analysis
of Exton’s compositional practice. Significantly, Smalley provides a pivotal insight
into Exton’s method of working with the I Ching, thus drawing a link between the
somewhat esoteric ancient text and its practical application as a compositional
tool. A further detailed explanation of Exton's I Ching procedures is included in the
discussion of String Quartet V.

Beyond Smalley, analytical and critical studies of Exton’s works or working
methods are sparse. The handful of Exton works that found their way onto
commercially-available recordings are accompanied only by very short and
generalized biographical and analytical notes, and only Exton’s obituaries aim to
present some overall picture of his persona and legacy.10,11 Additionally, even the

Roger Smalley, ‘John Exton’, in Frank Callaway and David Tunley (eds.), Australian Composition in
the Twentieth Century (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1978), pp.185-188.
9

10 Neville Cohn and Stuart Hille, John Exton: An Appreciation (2009). Available from:
ozartsreview.hostingsuccess.com/1299/john-exton-an-appreciation. Accessed on 21st December
2015.
11

King’s College, Cambridge, Annual Report 2011: 69-72.

7

significant Smalley article is written through the prism of contemporary attitudes
and aspirations, and does not address Exton’s development beyond 1975.12

4) Relevant Published Texts

i) Exton’s Personal Library

In addition to the many standard musical publications within the Exton Archive,
two sets of books are of special significance in demonstrably influencing Exton’s
life and musical philosophy: books authored by John Cage; and those relating to
Eastern philosophy, particularly Zen Buddhism and the I Ching.

In various of his writings, Exton makes specific references to Cage and was clearly
inspired by his ideas, though the exact nature of Cage’s influence will be examined
in due course. Cage’s seminal texts13,14 provide a reference point for the source of
the ideas behind Exton’s output, especially in the mid-1960s to mid-1970s, and
some parallels can be drawn between the two composers on a philosophical level.
The analysis of Exton’s compositions will, however, aim to highlight the significant
compositional differences between the two composers, despite Exton’s strong
advocacy of Cage’s philosophies.

To illustrate, Smalley concludes (p.188): ‘We can, therefore, look forward to his forthcoming
works with an entirely justifiable enthusiasm.’ In fact, Exton, for all intents and purposes, virtually
ceased composing within eighteen months of this statement (pub.1978), producing only four works
from 1980 until his death in 2009. His final work dates from 1993.

12

13

John Cage, Silence (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1961).

14

John Cage, A Year From Monday (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1967).
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Exton possessed over one hundred books relating to Far Eastern philosophy and
religion, with the bulk dealing specifically with Buddhism (especially Zen), and the
Chinese I Ching. Clearly, Exton’s level of interest was well beyond casual. Many
books have passages highlighted by Exton, and most are dated from the early
1970s (notably 1972) suggesting this as the period of his greatest interest in this
area. Significant Zen texts, such as those by D. T. Suzuki (1894-1966), are present;
this can be assumed to be, at least in part, Exton’s reflection of John Cage’s interest
in Zen and the latter’s direct personal contact with Suzuki. Exton’s multiple I Ching
texts—given their shared common content—suggest an attempt to explore the
subtleties of interpretation offered by the different editor/translators. Exton’s
preferred I Ching text, the Wilhelm edition,15 is well respected for its presentation
of the general tenets of the I Ching, replete with extensive annotations. Notably, the
foreword by C.G. Jung—a thirty-year veteran of the use of the I Ching—helps the
modern Western reader bridge the significant cultural gap that its reading can
present.

The Zen and I Ching books were demonstrably important to Exton, as many of his
writings from 1966-72 make direct reference to philosophical and aesthetic
concepts typical of, or consistent with, these branches of Eastern thought. More
importantly, Exton's compositions from 1970-1979 reflect his desire to embed

Richard Wilhelm (trans.), I Ching (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1968). Of the many
annotated translations of the I Ching available in the early 1970s, Exton favoured this publication,
citing it in his article ‘The I Ching and Structure’ Studies in Music, 7: 77. An earlier Pantheon Press
edition of the Wilhelm translation was presented to Cage in 1950 by composer Christian Wolff,
whose father, Kurt Wolff, established the company (David Revill, The Roaring Silence – John Cage: A
Life (London: Bloomsbury Publishing Limited, 1992), pp.129-131. It is not known if Exton was
aware of Cage’s familiarity with the Wilhelm.
15
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Eastern philosophical tenets into his music with some level of depth and
consistency.

ii) Other Relevant Texts

Significant consulted texts are listed in the References, though for purposes of
clarification the most relevant may be grouped here as follows:
1. Texts relating to Exton’s earlier development, including contemporary
music’s ideology and practice circa the 1950s;
2. Texts relating to Exton’s composition teachers—Seiber and Dallapiccola—as
well as central modernist figures, most notably Webern;
3. Texts providing a critical insight into the ideas of John Cage;
4. Texts on the significant changes occurring in Australian musical life in the
1960s, particularly in terms of artistic development and organizational
infrastructure. This period coincides with Exton’s permanent move to
Australia in 1966.

Numerous other sources have been consulted, chiefly to clarify issues of
context, definition, historical accuracy, and/or general relevance. This
includes musical scores by composers other than Exton, particularly in
relation to analytical issues, with examples acknowledged as required.

10

Summary of Research Aims and Thesis Structure

This thesis has four main aims:

1.

To establish the context in which Exton composed, and discuss the musical
and extra-musical factors that played a part in his development, given his
unique set of geographic, historical, and personal circumstances. These
issues, together with a contextually significant biography, form the bulk of
Part 2.

2.

To conduct a critical analysis of all of Exton’s works from 1970-1993 and,
where applicable, link to factors outlined in the previous point. A brief
analysis of significant pre-1970 works is included to provide the necessary
context, given the general lack of familiarity with Exton's music. Part 3 is
devoted to this analysis component.

3. To explain, quantify, and evaluate the notion of chance as it applies to
Exton’s compositions from the 1970s, with special reference to his use of
the I Ching. Chance elements were essentially used by Exton as a means of
distancing composer intention from listener epiphany, or more crucially,
subverting the notion of ‘composer intention’ itself. In investigating Exton’s
chance-based strategies, this thesis aims to examine the implications of his
stated intentions, given the (arguably) restrictive practicalities of the
conventional compositional structures and techniques he so frequently
employed.
11

4.

To draw conclusions on Exton’s overall compositional legacy as exemplified
in his more significant works. Exton’s lifelong adherence to established
(albeit modernist) musical practice contrasts sharply with his equally
strong desire to follow a distinct creative path, and some conclusions about
this persistent creative dichotomy will be presented. Exton’s place within
the broader context of Australian and international musical trends will be
discussed and evaluated.

Appendices 1-3 are intended to be initial yet important contributions to an
ongoing public collation of Exton materials for future reference and research.
Appendix 4 discusses the candidate’s composition portfolio, submitted as part of
the overall research project:

•

Appendix 1 provides the most complete list, to date, of Exton’s
compositions, incomplete works, significant arrangements, educational
pieces, etc.

•

Appendix 2 provides details of all known recordings of Exton works,
some of which were uncovered directly through this research, their
existence sometimes a complete surprise. The majority come from
Exton’s own collection of magnetic tapes, most of which are at least forty
years old. Some are of historical importance, and are likely the only
copies in existence. At the time of writing, over twenty such recordings
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have been digitised and put into the public domain, though this list may
be expanded in the future.

•

Appendix 3 summarizes the contents of the ‘Exton Archive’, now housed
within the State Library of Western Australia.

•

Appendix 4 provides a brief description of the composition portfolio that
forms the creative component of this DMA submission. The works
discussed in Appendix 4 are not Exton works, and are therefore not
addressed in this thesis. One work, however, Exton Fragment and
Responses for sampled orchestral groups (2016-18), forms a link
between Exton’s compositional practice and that of this candidate.

13

Research Significance

This thesis aims to offer the first in-depth analysis and critique of John Exton’s
major period of creativity. While a comprehensive investigation into his life and
work is beyond the current scope, it was felt necessary to include significant
biographical detail to provide the necessary context for Exton’s ideas and
compositions. The present obscurity of Exton’s personal and professional
profiles—and the serious lack of such information from other readily available
sources—gives greater weight to the importance of this strategy.

While value judgments pertaining to the significance of Exton’s music will be
generally avoided, it is fair to assume his music does not warrant the degree of
neglect it currently suffers. It is hoped, therefore, that this research will provide a
springboard for further investigations into his music, perhaps preventing it from
falling into even further obscurity.

In addition to these research findings and currently available recordings, it is
proposed that further Exton material and commentary be digitised and placed into
the public domain via the Western Australian New Music Archive (WANMA),
hosted by the State Library of Western Australia (https://wanma.org.au/). This
may include scans of original scores and related documents, as well as future
material such as new recordings, critical commentary, research references, etc.

14

Concepts and Issues Relevant to Exton’s Music

Indeterminacy, Chance, and the Aleatoric

The terms ‘indeterminacy’ and ‘chance’ appear frequently in literature relating to
the music of John Cage, that of his wider circle of influence, and that of other
composers who share some common conceptual ground, despite sharing little in
the way of obvious stylistic traits (such as Exton). Often, these terms are used in a
non-critical way, ignoring not so much their dictionary definitions (which overlap
considerably), but the ways in which they have been implemented in the creative
process—hence differences in practical application and subsequent aesthetic and
philosophical ramifications. For this reason, they are addressed here to establish
definitions which will be adhered to throughout this thesis.

The term ‘indeterminacy’ (and its derivatives) will be applied to works in which
the performance has a significant intentional degree of unpredictability: typically,
scores that extend or avoid conventional notational practice, and which allow for
significant performer input beyond the conventions of standard interpretation.
Cage—whose name has become synonymous with indeterminacy—clarifies his
own understanding of this term as ‘... the ability of a piece to be performed in
substantially different ways’.16 In effect, with this definition, Cage is emphasizing
the intent of a work’s performance aesthetic, rather than merely highlighting the
use of any chance procedures he may have employed while composing. Also, the
term ‘indeterminacy’ and its various derivatives have become so strongly
16

James Pritchett, The Music of John Cage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p.108.
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associated with Cage that it is not practical to use them in musical discussion
unless one largely accepts the Cage definition as a fait accompli.

It should be noted at this point that Exton was somewhat inconsistent in his
references to indeterminacy. Although largely confined to the period 1966-70, his
use of the term in published articles is, in retrospect, somewhat esoteric, and
clearly driven more by the Cage example than his own compositional practices of
the time. His compositions did not embrace any ‘indeterminate’ elements until the
electronic works of the early 1970s, and even then, the term ‘chance’ is far more
appropriate, as shall be explained. Exton’s subsequent instrumental works, while
being composed using various chance-based strategies, nevertheless use
traditional notational practices which do not allow for unpredictable performance
outcomes beyond normal interpretative license. It will thus be argued that Exton’s
works do not qualify as 'indeterminate'.

The term ‘chance’ will refer to chance-based procedures used in the compositional
process. This type of strategy is consistent with Exton’s working methods
throughout the 1970s: typically, various elements of his compositions were
determined by chance, and then ‘fixed’ through notation in the conventional
manner. As a result, chance procedures in Exton’s music are limited, almost
exclusively, to the pre-performance phase of a work’s development.17

‘Aleatoric’ is a much more recent term, and one that is arguably more appropriate
in a purely musical context. The term first appeared in an article by Werner Meyer-

17

The few minor exceptions to this generalization are addressed forthwith, as required.
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Eppler in the influential journal Die Reihe, from 1955 (English translation from
German, 1958). In his opening sentence, Meyer-Eppler states: ‘A process is said to
be aleatoric (from Latin alea=dice) if its course is determined in general but
depends on chance in detail.’18 Although this definition tactfully avoids specific
musical references, thus leaving open the question of composer/performer intent
and control, the general implication is that aleatoric processes are more localized,
immediate, or gestural, and would be subservient to larger concerns of form and
structure. Meyer-Eppler—one of the inner circle of 1950s European serial
thinkers—was well-aware of the complexities in the relationship between chance
and determinism, and the offering of his own terminology can be viewed as an
attempt to streamline the overly broad definition of ‘chance’ itself, providing a
term better suited to the inevitability of unforeseen outcomes within serial
procedures.19

Exton possessed volumes I-VI of Die Reihe, and the frequent pencil markings
suggest both a careful reading and an implied awareness of these issues. It can be
argued that Exton’s use of chance falls within Meyer-Eppler’s definition of
‘aleatoric’, though for purposes of clarity and consistency the term ‘chance’ will be
used. This decision is reinforced by Exton’s own very frequent use of the latter in
describing his own compositional practice.

Werner Meyer-Eppler, ‘Statistic and Psychologic Problems of Sound’ in H. Eimert and K.
Stockhausen (eds.) Der Reihe, Vol. 1 (1958): 55.
18

M.J. Grant, Serial Music, Serial Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). pp. 9396. Grant discusses Meyer-Eppler’s article, repeatedly probing the question of chance as an
inevitable aspect of serialism, not least in Chapter 5, ‘Serial Music as an Aleatoric Process’, pp. 132164.
19
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Irrespective of the semantics of definition, Exton’s instrumental music was almost
exclusively fully-notated in the conventional manner, and was not concerned with
following John Cage in the relentless exploration of the ‘essential unrepeatability of
musical performance’.20 This essential point of difference between Exton and his
much-championed mentor, John Cage, will be examined at various points
throughout the thesis.21

Modernism, Postmodernism, and the Experimental

For the purposes of this thesis, the term ‘modernism’ will refer to those musical
developments of the 20th century that typically show a formalized engagement
with modernity through progressive compositional procedures that extend
established practices. A more mainstream or centralist definition will be the focus;
particularly 12-note and serial schools, as these are the most reflective of the
‘grand narrative’ adhered to in most modernist theory and practice beyond the
purely musical. Furthermore, the historically-driven imperatives of these schools
are more in keeping with Exton’s own practices which, as shall be demonstrated,
are considerably more conservative than iconoclastic.22

Many commentaries on postmodernism address the difficulty of accurately
defining what this widely-used term means, let alone the nature of its

20

Revill, p.188.

It is worth noting that Exton’s specific references to Cage are largely confined to the period 196669. Beyond this date, the I Ching was of much greater significance.

21

In general, the term ‘avant–garde’ (as applied to composers such as Boulez, Stockhausen, and
Babbitt, for example) will be avoided in this thesis as it is here considered an extension of
modernism, rather than an alternative to it.

22
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manifestations. Given the limitations of a concise definition, the general tendencies
of postmodernism consistent with those offered by Jonathan Kramer23 will be
observed, keeping in mind his own admission that 'postmodernism is a
maddeningly imprecise musical concept'24 that 'resist(s) rigorous definition'.25
Typically, postmodernism may be summarized as a tendency towards openness of
form, pluralism, eclecticism, chance, anarchy, deconstruction, irony, or populism,
for example: 'tendency' merely stresses that such characteristics are seldom clearcut and exclusive, and often intertwine, sometimes with features that are clearly
modernist.

Modernism and postmodernism have more recently become somewhat
interdependent terms; Alistair Williams clarifies this relationship, suggesting that
‘... apparently opaque modernist scores can be read in a postmodernist frame [and]
because most artifacts display mixed characteristics, rigid distinctions between
modernism and postmodernism are difficult to maintain’.26 Williams also suggests
postmodernism is ‘... a dialogue with modernism that brings out some features that
were once suppressed...’.27 Or Kramer, somewhat more fatalistically; 'musical
postmodernism is ... the all but inevitable expression of a socially saturated

23 Jonathan Kramer, Postmodern Music, Postmodern Listening (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing
Inc., 2016), p.9.
24

ibid., p.6.

25 ibid., p.9. Kramer further states "I am particularly insistent on these … characteristics not being
used as a checklist ...”, p.10.
26 Alistair Williams, ‘Cage and postmodernism’, in D. Nicholls (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
John Cage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.228.
27

ibid., p.241.
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civilization'.28 Even though most of Exton’s active musical years pre-date the
emergence of postmodernism as a named entity, certain aspects of his work align
with emerging postmodern tendencies and notions of ‘little narratives’,29 despite
his strong adherence to traditional musical practices. It may be fair to suggest that
postmodernism was ‘in the air’ during the 1970s; the era of Exton’s most personal
musical statements. Kramer 30 certainly shared with Exton31 the view that a
listener’s experience of music is where true musical order and meaning resides;
that is, in cultural and personal experience, rather than abstract qualities within
the pieces themselves.

General definitions of ‘experimental’ music typically state the looseness of the
term, allowing it to function as an umbrella category for an open-ended number of
non-traditional modes of musical activity. Jennie Gottschalk offers the observation
that ‘Experimental music is challenging to pin down because it is not a school or a
trend or even an aesthetic. It is, instead, a position—of openness, of inquiry, of
uncertainty, of discovery’.32 Given that Exton consistently produced traditionallynotated scores, it will be argued that the main hallmarks of experimental music
have limited application to his oeuvre. This is especially the case with his brief
advocacy of indeterminacy—a pivotal experimental concept discussed in his early

28

Kramer, p.21.

François Lyotard quoted in David Beard and Kenneth Gloag, Musicology: The Key Concepts
(London; New York: Routledge, 2005), p.114.

29

30

Kramer, p.10.

Exton, ‘Forward to First Principles’: 88-97. Writing several decades before Kramer, Exton’s
beliefs are informed by his observations on future directions for music, from his standpoint as
composer, performer, ex-school teacher, and university composition tutor.

31

Jennie Gottschalk, Experimental Music since 1970 (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Inc., 2016),
p.1.

32
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writings, but not actually implemented in his compositions. For this reason, use of
the term ‘experimental’ in relation to Exton’s music is largely avoided.

While acknowledging the pitfalls of simple polarizations—and the nebulous
validity of much artistic categorisation—the extent to which Exton’s music
resonates within various generalized paradigms will become apparent once
examined in detail and in context. Nevertheless, his ties to grand narrative loom
very large over his entire output, providing a historically-anchored overarching
framework for more transient localized experiment.

Zen Buddhism

A meditative and experiential school of Buddhism, Zen developed over many
centuries in China before spreading to Korea, Vietnam and, by 1140AD, Japan.33
Typically, Zen emphasizes the personal experience of enlightenment, based on
‘meditation rather than (the study of) religious writings’.34 It thus ‘de-emphasizes
mere knowledge of sutras and doctrine and favours direct understanding of
zazen35 and interaction with an accomplished teacher’.36

What is Zen? (2008). Available from: http://zen.rinnou.net/whats_zen/index.html. Accessed on
19 March 2014.
33

Zen (n.d.). Available from: https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/zen. Accessed
on 28 April 2017.
34

‘Zazen’, translated as ‘just sitting’, is considered the heart of Zen Buddhist meditative practice.
The regulation of posture and breathing helps free the mind from judgmental thoughts and desires,
with the achievement of enlightenment (or satori) being the goal.
35

36Zen

(2017). Available from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zen. Accessed on 29 April 2017.
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Awareness of Zen in the modern Western world, particularly the USA, was driven
largely by the publication of influential texts that translated and annotated Zen
concepts for modern Western readers. Of the modern-day Zen masters, D.T. Suzuki
was particularly significant in influencing many creative artists, notably John Cage
who famously attended some of Suzuki’s lectures at Columbia University in the
1950s (though Cage by then had already studied Eastern religion and philosophy
in some depth). The significance of the influence of Zen on Cage goes beyond a
mere validation of chance-based performance practices: it aided Cage toward an
alternative life path, where the boundaries of art and life were increasingly
seamless, with wide-reaching sociological implications for inclusiveness and
tolerance. Zen appears to have further validated the philosophical tenets behind
Cage’s increasing use of non-specific notation, such as the focus on the present,
with its immediate experience, and a distrust of memory with its associated value
judgments. The immediacy of indeterminate music-making thus becomes a perfect
vehicle for an expression of Zen philosophy, with its implicit acceptance of the
results of chance procedures in a non-judgmental way. None of this was lost on the
young John Exton, who was similarly influenced by Zen philosophy, thus forming a
continuation in this chain of influence, and hence the significance of the
Zen/Cage/Exton connections in this thesis.

I Ching

One of the world’s oldest books, the I Ching (also known as the Book of Changes or
Classic of Changes) is an ancient Chinese oracular text, and one of the five classics
of the Confucian Canon. Emerging from the mists of Chinese pre-history, it has
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remained largely unaltered since at least 200 BCE, though its origins can be traced
to at least a thousand years earlier. It is still respected in modern China as a system
of divination, with modern Western awareness largely triggered (as with Zen) by
the availability of various scholarly translations. While its use in the West can
hardly be described as widespread, the I Ching has influenced some significant
individuals—once again, John Cage—who have in turn spread an awareness of the
text to a significantly larger audience.

At its core, the I Ching focuses on ‘ideas of the dynamic balance of opposites, the
evolution of events as process, and acceptance of the inevitability of change’.37 The
Chinese concept of change should be viewed as cyclical: not random, but with the
assumption that change (and chance) are part of a greater cosmic order.38 The I
Ching can be seen to have evolved into ‘what one might call the “ultimate
system”—a comprehensive method of viewing our world and the universe as an
organized whole’.39

As with Zen, the profound effect the I Ching had on John Cage was not lost on
Exton, who similarly (and with full acknowledgement) embraced it wholeheartedly in the early 1970s, though in markedly different ways to Cage. The
nature of this influence, and further specific aspects of the use of the I Ching, are
discussed in more detail in Parts 2 and 3—the latter in relation to the analysis of
specific Exton works, notably String Quartet V.
37

I Ching (2017). Available from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Ching. Accessed 29 April 2017.

Raymond Van Over (ed.), I Ching, trans. into English J. Legge (New York: The New American
Library Inc., 1971), p.23.

38

39

ibid., p.17.
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Part 2
Exton’s Life and Work

The Early Years 1933-1965

Born in Wolverton, Buckinghamshire, UK, in March 1933, Exton’s youth was of
modest means no doubt determined in part by the spectre of looming political
tension that led ultimately to the Second World War.40 His upbringing was not
graced by any notable musical opportunity, at least until the age of eleven when he
began violin lessons with a tutor seconded to the nearby Bletchley Park codebreaking centre. Exton took to the violin extremely well, gaining a distinction in his
Grade VIII ABRSM practical examination within five years, though his interest in
modern compositional practice may have also been present at this relatively
tender age.41 He became leader of the National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain by
age 17, and it is hardly surprising he subsequently undertook tertiary level music
studies at Cambridge University.

His Cambridge years were pivotal in shaping future directions, both personally and
professionally: here he met his future wife (Gillian Chadwick, cellist, fellow
member of the Cambridge University Music Society, and cartographer with
Clarendon Press, Oxford), and gravitated towards teaching and composition as his
Gillian Exton expands this comment with “(Also) post-depression conservatism and the localising
of cultural values during WW2”. Note to the researcher, 18 July 2015.

40

Ernst Krenek, Studies in Counterpoint Based on the Twelve-Tone Method (New York: G. Schirmer
Inc., 1940). Exton’s copy of this book is dated Sept. 1949. He would have been 16 years old, and
presumably mature for his age.

41
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preferred vocations, rather than that of professional violinist. The conservative
post-war environment at Cambridge seemingly had little to offer the inquisitive
young Exton, and despite the available tuition in counterpoint and musical
technique, the lack of an innovative or inspirational composer-figure led Exton to
seek mentors outside university circles.42 The first of these was the Hungarian
expatriate Mátyás Seiber (1905-1960), with whom Exton secured a small number
of private lessons in London between 1955 and 1958.43

The precise influence that Seiber had on Exton is unclear—he did not offer a
ready-made adoptable system à la Schoenberg or Webern—though it would be
reasonable to assume that the worldly, successful, and multi-talented Seiber would
have at least served as a model for what a contemporary composer could be. At the
time of Exton’s contact with him, Seiber was at the height of his considerable
creative powers, producing a string of highly regarded works. Seiber was an avid
exponent of 12-note technique, with a refined yet lyrical style Julian Silverman
describes as having “... the evocativeness of Debussy or Boulez with no more notes
than Webern”.44

Gillian Exton, interview by Stephen Benfall, digital tape recording (Kalamunda, Western
Australia, 4 May 2013). His Cambridge tutors were, in fact, Patrick Hadley and Robin Orr (Exton’s
CV, UWA letterhead, c.1983).
42

Gillian Exton recalls that another of Seiber’s students, a South African, Stanley Glasser, was a
close friend of the Extons during these years. The Glasser family were close friends of the Seibers,
and it is entirely possible John Exton chose to study with Mátyás Seiber on Stanley’s suggestion.
Seiber was visiting the Glasser family in Africa in 1960 when he was killed in a car accident,
involving an elephant, in the Kruger National Park.
43

44 Julian Silverman, ‘Some Thoughts on Mátyás Seiber’, Tempo, New Series, No.143 (Dec.,1982): 14.
This quote is specifically in relation to Seiber's Three Fragments from Joyce’s ‘Portrait of the Artist as
a Young Man’ (1956-7).
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Exton was probably aware of Seiber’s extensive activities beyond the ‘high art’
works: co-founder of the Committee (later Society) for the Promotion of New
Music; his collaborations with figures such as Theodor Adorno and Alan Lomax;
pioneering work synthesizing elements of jazz and 12-note practice (1929); and
his success in the fields of popular and film music, including the soundtracks for
Animal Farm (1955) and A Town Like Alice (1956). While it appears this display of
eclecticism and flexibility had no direct influence upon Exton’s music, it is likely to
have validated Seiber’s stated belief in imposing restrictions upon oneself, and
working within them, as the real test of a composer’s inventiveness. This may seem
a curious comment, given Seiber’s conspicuous eclecticism, though it does stress
the need for rigour and serious intent, regardless of genre. Seiber also strongly
believed in the notion of composition as a teachable craft—a set of techniques that
can be learnt and applied as appropriate. Exton would have thus been encouraged,
by example, along the path of thoroughness in technique and its application, honed
through a carefully guided study of the musical tradition. Seiber’s own words
provide a valuable insight into his creative philosophy, while noting the
increasingly common practice of younger post-war composers to use precompositional plans:

I still cannot do what so many of my younger colleagues seem to be able
to do successfully, namely, to plan out the whole work on the basis of . . .
mathematical or architectonic calculations: I discover all these
possibilities inherent in the material as the piece begins to grow and
unfold, and then I draw the consequences from them . . . after all, it is for
every composer himself to decide his place between freedom and
strictness: he has to learn how to be coherent and organized, without
losing the ability to listen to the unexpected, unaccountable and
involuntary promptings of his imagination.45

45

Hans Keller, ‘Mátyás Seiber 1905-1960’ Tempo, New Series, No.55/56 (1960): 4-5.
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While Seiber is here expressing universal creative sentiments, their relevance to
Exton’s future development becomes apparent through the analysis of his works,
examined in Part 3 of this study.

After graduating with first-class honours in 1954 (in two degrees; B.A. and Mus.B.)
Exton remained at Cambridge on a Research Studentship46 during 1954-56,
followed by a Fellowship to King’s College in 1957-58. During this time, he was
awarded the Mendelssohn Scholarship (1956-7), facilitating two extended study
periods in Florence, Italy, with the highly-regarded composer Luigi Dallapiccola.
Once again, Exton had secured a mentor with a masterly command of musical
technique and craftsmanship: Dallapiccola occupying a unique position in
twentieth-century music thanks to his particularly ‘Italian’ lyrical expressiveness,
despite the potentially austere 12-note language he employed. By the mid-1950s,
Dallapiccola had arrived at a mature style that fully absorbed the many influences
previously working upon him, and at this point Exton enters the scene, to later
recall:

…his great contribution as a teacher was the opportunity to
communicate with a mind so precisely disciplined, so widely read, and
of such sensitivity…his example was daunting but invaluable.47

Exton also notes how Dallapiccola remained sincere to his own ideals at a time
46 Exton completed a thesis during this time, ‘The Nature of Tonality’, originally intended as a Ph.D.
submission. Exton subsequently changed his plans and did not undertake this degree, and this
thesis was instead submitted to help secure his Fellowship to King’s College. His later Mus.D. was
awarded solely on the strength of his composition folio—some sources incorrectly list his MusD. as
being connected to the former thesis. The Exton Archive has correspondence from Cambridge
University verifying these points. Exton’s thesis has little relevance to the arguments presented in
this thesis, and is therefore listed but not further discussed.
47

John Exton, ‘Luigi Dallapiccola, The Teacher - A Personal Note’, Studies in Music, No.9 (1975): 77.
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when ‘novelty and experiment was rampant’,48 perhaps influencing Exton in his
own future adherence to underlying time-honoured musical values. Raymond Fearn
adds to this general sentiment many observations on Dallapiccola’s sense of the
artist’s relationship to broader humanity: Dallapiccola’s ‘constant desire to forge
links at every possible level with the concerns of other human beings’49; and the
‘highly rational yet powerfully expressive’50 nature of his musical language.

While in Italy, Exton wrote many letters to his wife Gillian, discussing, amongst
other things, his lessons with Dallapiccola. Typically, these involved compositional
assignments to be completed by the following lesson. Twelve-note counterpoint
was a favourite, with Exton keen to do his best: ‘In the last six days I’ve written
eight canons of all shapes and sizes. I’m going to lay them at the Maestro’s feet on
Friday morning’.51 They seem to have been well received: ‘...he was very impressed
by them! He got down to them like a dog to a bone and even grumbled when called
to the telephone’.52

From his two Continental mentors, Exton surely gained the confidence to strike
out on his own, equipped with the best technical, aesthetic, and conceptual tools of
the time. Tellingly, in his Curriculum Vitae, Exton lists Dallapiccola and Seiber to
the exclusion of his Cambridge tutors, Patrick Hadley and Robin Orr.

48

ibid., 78.

49

Raymond Fearn, The Music of Luigi Dallapiccola (New York: University of Rochester Press, 2003),
p.241.

50

ibid., p.272.

51

John Exton, letter to Gillian Exton, 15 August 1956.

52

John Exton, letter to Gillian Exton, 17 August 1956.
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In 1958, Exton’s violin duo Dialogues was chosen to represent Britain in the
prestigious ISCM53 festival, held in Strasbourg that year. Exton was to have further
ISCM festival successes with Partita (ISCM London, 1962), and String Quartet VI
(ISCM Boston, 1976).

During 1958-60, Exton’s King’s College Fellowship was interrupted by compulsory
National Service, serving as 2nd-in-Command, Electro-Acoustic Laboratory, R.A.F.
Central Medical Establishment. During this time, he gained a basic grounding in
electronics which later was to equip his interest in electronic music. After a twoyear hiatus, he resumed the Fellowship. This was extremely important, not so
much for the prestige, but more the fact it was a ‘live-in job’ (financially vital at the
time for the family), allowing Exton to devote the following three years to
composition and teaching. He was awarded the Mus.D. from Cambridge in 1963 on
the strength of his composition portfolio.

During 1963-66, Exton held the post of Director of Music at Bedales School,
Hampshire, an independent secondary school with a strong musical history.
Despite its very high level of musical and academic achievement, the Bedales years
were lean times for the recently-married couple and their two young sons, Peter
and Stephen,54 so they sought opportunities further afield. Gillian had suggested
Canada or Australia as suitable English-speaking environments in which to raise a
young family, and, in 1966, a fortuitous advertisement in the Times Educational
Supplement (TES) caught their attention—for the position of Lecturer in Music at
the Music Department, University of Western Australia. John Exton applied, and at
53

International Society for Contemporary Music

54

Their third child, Jane, was born after the move to Australia.
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the invitation of Head of Department, Professor Frank Callaway, accepted the
position on a two-year mutual trial basis.

Exton and the Australian Music Scene circa 1966

In the mid-1960s, the Australian musical climate was in a period of immense
change, perhaps the greatest in the country’s entire—and short—post-colonial
history. Much of the country’s present-day musical infrastructure was established,
expanded, or refined during this period, and indeed some programs and
opportunities that existed in the 1960s have since met their demise. Much has
been written on the decade 1960-70 for these reasons, and while an in-depth
discussion is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is important to investigate Exton’s
response to his new environment.

At the time, the ‘cultural cringe’ was still very much evident in Australia, one
manifestation being the active recruitment of English academics by Australian
universities (including UWA) to raise the profile and esteem of the institutions. In
fact, this policy—exemplified by UWA Music Department’s targeted TES
advertisement—lead directly to Exton’s appointment.55

Similarly, English composer/pianist Roger Smalley was ‘head-hunted’ in London by Prof. Frank
Callaway for a UWA Research Fellowship in 1974. As with Exton, Smalley spent the rest of his
working life in Perth, Australia.

55
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In his thesis from 2000, Clive O’Connell56 provides an updated study of the music
of the crucial decade 1960-70, clearly acknowledging earlier studies such as those
by Covell, Callaway, Tunley, Murdoch, and McCredie. In addition to the
achievements of prominent composers, O’Connell highlights the importance of
‘...administrators of vast influence like John Hopkins, Bernard Heinze, and Donald
Peart’,57 and notes the significant influence played by sympathetic critics and
commentators such as Roger Covell. 58 O’Connell rightly poses one question that
clearly cannot be answered: ‘(what is) ... the extent to which composers...were
children of their time, or originals who would have been just as
productive...decades before or after the 1960s (?)’.59 O’Connell highlights the lag in
musical development in Australia compared to that of other developed nations,
with the result that ‘for a time, every work was bound to be an original product,
the first of its kind’.60

It was into this scene that the Extons moved in 1966, although seeking something
of an adventure as well as employment, irrespective of long-term prospects. Had
John Exton been focused on ‘climbing the ladder’ of the musical Establishment,
such a move may well have been counter-productive, especially in the 1960s.
Further, he chose Perth—not Melbourne or Sydney with their greater musical
56 Clive O’Connell, ‘Musical Composition in Australia in the Period 1960-1970’ (Masters
Dissertation, University of Melbourne, 2000). Available from:
http://repository.unimelb.edu.au/10187/9464. Accessed on 27 October 2011.
57

ibid., p.128.

58

Roger Covell, Australia’s Music: Themes of a New Society (Melbourne: Sun Books, 1967).

59

O’Connell, p.128.

60 ibid., p.130. Arguably, O’Connell shares with Covell a tendency to overemphasise the degree of
this lag—perhaps further evidence of the pervasiveness of the ‘cultural cringe’.
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infrastructure, and thus opportunity. Nevertheless, Exton would have found
himself witnessing first-hand the burgeoning Australian musical scene of the late
1960s, and all evidence seems to suggest he was generally encouraged by these
developments, despite some misgivings over specific issues—notably those
pertaining to music education.

Not surprisingly, Exton quickly found himself in a musical environment far
removed from that of Cambridge, and Gillian Exton recalls how her husband
simply did not anticipate the absence of a general musical tradition to the extent
that was prevalent in Perth at the time. General music and singing skills were not
systematically taught in schools, further reflected at tertiary level. Exton was
‘somewhat daunted to have such a clean slate’, as music played such a small part in
the culture of the time, and he found it a ‘cultural shock after the musical
sophistication of Bedales’.61

Although his own teaching role was now exclusively tertiary, Exton was wellaware of the crucial role of schools in preparing students not only for a successful
tertiary education, but also broader musical appreciation in adult life. A few
months after his arrival in Perth, he penned an article entitled ‘Home Truths from
Abroad’ for a local music newsletter.62 Here, Exton makes comparisons between
the Australian and English music scenes, argued in his typically informed and
forthright manner. On the specific issue of school-based music:
This brings me to my most important point: music in schools, which I
gather is a question of some vexation over here (as, indeed, it is in
61

Gillian Exton, interview, 4th May, 2013.
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John Exton, ‘Home Truths from Abroad’, MUSIC (Autumn 1966): 5-9.
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England). This is of vital importance because it is in schools’ music—and
in secondary schools’ in particular—that a country’s musical future
depends. And the musical life of a country depends not on boasting a few
brilliant individual talents held in positions of unassailable superiority
over a host of disappointed second-raters, but on a broad mass of keen
amateurs and well-educated and discerning audiences. Clearly it should
be the schools’ aim to provide these—especially the latter. 63

And, on the role of audiences:
... audiences can and should be educated at secondary school level. They
need to be knowledgeable, discerning, and capable of applying their
intelligence to any new music they hear. Above all, they should not be
conservative or hide-bound by preconceived ideas, or like only what they
know and know only what they like. Methods of ‘educating’ audiences in
conservatism have already been demonstrated elsewhere—I tremble lest
they should now be repeated here.64

Presumably, Exton’s experiences at Bedales (1963-66) helped shape these beliefs,
notably the need for a much greater emphasis on the development of the listener.65
Despite Exton never returning to secondary teaching, his hands-on experiences at
Bedales seem to have been a watershed for his future educational philosophies. His
subsequent career shows his ideals remaining largely consistent with those
outlined in the two quotations above (and indeed, with the thrust of his entire
1966 article).

Once at UWA, most of Exton’s compositional and performing activities remained
centred around that campus: with few exceptions, performances of his works were
by UWA students, staff, and/or visiting artists. Presumably, the security of his
tenure lessened the need to pursue opportunities with non-UWA bodies, such as
the WA Ballet, WA Opera Company, or indeed, the West Australian Symphony
63

ibid., 6.
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ibid., 9.
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ibid., 6-8.
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Orchestra (WASO). This is in stark contrast to fellow high-profile Perth composer,
James Penberthy (1917-1999), who was most active not only in establishing the
first two of these organizations, but in composing for them subsequently. Exton
and Penberthy were in most respects poles apart and largely moved in different
circles, though this did not prevent them having a significant input into not only
the Perth music scene, but the national scene as well: a fine example being their
mutual involvement with the Australian Composers’ Workshops,66 held annually
from 1968 to 1975 as part of the Festival of Perth. These were jointly organized by
UWA, The Festival of Perth, and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC),
and to a lesser extent, the Australasian Performing Rights Association (APRA) and
the Fellowship of Australian Composers (with Penberthy the WA representative of
the latter). Exton’s specific contribution to these workshops, and to the related
composer seminars, was in the role of tutor, organizer, and composer (seven of his
works were performed over the life of the workshops). Of special note in the
program lists is the wide variety of works on offer, some consciously addressing
issues of Australian musical identity through reference to landscape, Aboriginal
music and culture, or to Asian music. As a participant, Exton was clearly aware of
this trend, but did not pursue it in his own music. It is likely he saw it as tokenistic,
or invoking what Covell suggests is ‘... a kind of longed-for “short cut” to cultural

Cassandra Lake, ‘Australian Music Composition Workshops and Seminars 1968-1975’ (B.Mus.
dissertation, University of Western Australia, 1997). Lake provides a comprehensive overview of
the Perth workshops, the first annual events of their kind in Australia. Their significance has been
under-appreciated, perhaps due to their geographic location. In short, approximately 180 recent
Australian works were performed, including many premieres, often from the most prominent of
Australian composers who were often in attendance. West Australian composers were generally
well-represented, in addition to Exton and Penberthy: David Tunley, Philip Bračanin, Jennifer
Fowler, Ashley Arbuckle, Stuart Davies-Slate, Antoinette Carrier, Peter Sluik, Peter Clinch, and a
teenage Carl Vine.
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maturity and national identity...’.67 It is fair to suggest that the integration of
Western and non-Western musical material was rather primitive at the time, and
has become vastly more culturally and artistically convincing in more recent times.

Notwithstanding the above, Exton was seeing limitations in the adherence to
mainstream modernism, perhaps heightened by his removal from Europe, and a
dramatic change in his musical approach was imminent. It was, however, to be
founded on philosophical principles—not geographic or stylistic.

Explorations 1966-1972: The Influence of John Cage,
Zen Buddhism, Electronic Music, and the ‘I Ching’

If the musical influences working upon Exton in the 1950s and early 1960s may be
summarized as being on the ‘12-note/Webernian’ axis, then the decade and a half
from Exton’s arrival in Australia in 1966 leans towards that of the ‘chance-based’.
It has already been noted that Exton was heavily influenced by the example set by
Cage, who in many respects offered the only significant alternative path for those
composers wishing to lessen the all-encompassing grip that serialism had upon
many of them at the time. It is a mistake, however, to assume that Exton was to
become a derivative Cage acolyte: although finding renewal in the example and
philosophy of Cage, Exton almost completely avoids the aesthetics and procedures

67 Covell, p.65. Covell is specifically addressing the Jindyworobaks in this quote, but ‘...their ideals
are transferable in some degree to all other arts practised in Australia and unquestionably to
music’, (p.64).
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of Cage’s compositional craft. In fact, as the analyses in Part 3 will attempt to show,
there is very little to link the two composers stylistically.

According to his wife Gillian, John Exton was already aware of Cage at the time of
their residence at Bedales68 in 1963, though likely earlier as Cage had already
achieved a fair degree of notoriety by this time. At UWA (1966 onwards), Exton
would surely have encountered the music library's recording of John Cage’s ‘25
Year Retrospective Concert’, most likely ordered by Exton himself early in his
tenure. In his writings, Exton shares a view sympathetic to that of Cage, though is
careful to avoid tedious paraphrase. Exton was probably familiar with Cage’s
copious and very influential liner notes to the above recording, and if so would
have found much stimulation in its discourse on chance, experimentalism,
electronic music, noise, new performance practice, the I Ching, and so forth. Exton
may well have fastened onto such phrases as ‘new music, new listening’, or
‘purposeful purposelessness’69 as rallying calls for the turbulently changing artistic
climate, though nevertheless adapting such sympathies to his own situation.

Conjecture aside, the fact remains that within twelve months of taking up his post
at UWA in 1966, Exton had transformed from the committed modernist who was
‘entirely European by musical taste, education, and inclination’70 to one who

The Exton’s cottage at Bedales was fleetingly nicknamed ‘John’s Cage’, clearly a reference to that
composer.
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John Cage, liner notes for The 25 Year Retrospective Concert of the Music of John Cage, Koby
Records 1499-1504 (New York, 1958). While Exton’s awareness of Cage during the mid-60s is not
in doubt, it can only be assumed (though with an overwhelming degree of probability) that he was
aware of this recording—it was likely the best source of information on Cage available at UWA at
the time.
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Peter McCallum, ‘John Exton: String Quartet V’, Handbook to Anthology of Australian Music on Disc
(Canberra School of Music, 1989), p.49. McCallum does not credit the source of this comment by
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openly and vigorously embraced the philosophies of Zen Buddhist and Cageinspired indeterminacy. While his published writings of the time state these views
unambiguously, it is important to note it would be several more years before such
influences appeared in his compositions.

Such a dramatic change in Exton’s fundamental creative stance implies a
reconciliation of seemingly opposite aesthetic viewpoints. Certainly, this change
suggests, at least, some technical challenges in musical organization and notational
practice, if not a substantial rethinking of one’s fundamental musical vocabulary.
The following insight into Exton’s mind-set in 1967 may help explain his new
creative paradigm:

We are used to admitting…that we have a lot to learn. But we must…
remember that we have a lot to forget… Learning is no use without
forgetting, since only after forgetting are we free or open to receive the
new experience without distortion. The honest experience may then be
accepted as new learning (to be forgotten).71

This comment, from an expansive article on possible future directions in music
education, should not be read as suggesting that all traditional values be cast aside,
but rather internalized (‘forgotten’) in the quest for higher levels of creative
consciousness. It also reveals openness to new experiences—something Exton
himself may well have been experiencing in the heady days of 1966-67, with his
new job, new country, and new discoveries in the form of Cage and Zen all
seemingly acting upon him in concert. The main concern voiced by Exton in this

Exton, and it cannot be found in any of Exton’s writings. There is, however, no reason to doubt its
authenticity.
71

John Exton, ‘Forward to First Principles’: 97.
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article was for the appropriate training of a new generation of creative listeners,
for which he argues strongly and logically, based on the observation that the
listening experience itself has become increasingly private over the last century:

...(the) tendency of twentieth century music towards quietness and
intimacy of expression was already apparent in the works of Webern
long before the developments in recording techniques made its
communication at all easily possible. Moreover this new, private listener
now has a far greater responsibility towards the music he selects—it is
his choice and his alone, and he listens for personal rather than social
reasons.72

Exton goes on to make further points that, as well as being salient observations in
themselves, together create a catalyst for his own subsequent compositional
development. One further quote is warranted:

...we commonly recognize that one listener’s reaction to or experience of
the communication of a particular work will not necessarily—not even
probably—be the same as any other listener’s...The idea of
indeterminacy 73 simply questions, and makes capital of this very
instability in the hope of any definite communication between composer
and listener.74

We can here see the path of Exton’s logic: if ‘private’ listeners share no common
epiphanies, then there is no further need for composers to pursue ‘universal’
meaning or narratives; therefore, indeterminacy provides a ‘clean slate’ for future
music in which listeners can take greater responsibility for their own unique
listening experience.
72

ibid., 92.

As was noted in Part 1 (in ‘Concepts and Issues Relevant to Exton’s Music’), this thesis will argue
that the suitability of the term ‘indeterminate’ to Exton’s compositional processes is inaccurate,
except for certain electronic works from 1970-72. His use of the term in the 1960s was largely a
response to the Cage precedent, and Exton soon abandoned it once his own chance-based processes
were established (especially from 1972 onwards).
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John Exton, ‘Forward to First Principles’: 93.
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Exton’s

observations,

while

quite

generalized,

present

an

overarching

philosophical justification for many of the works he was to compose from 1970
onwards. Somewhat oddly—or perhaps judiciously—Exton makes few actual
references to Zen in this article, though he presents a logical argument for its
general tenets of acceptance and experience over more traditional notions of
control.

Exton’s writings suggest he was buoyed by his recent embracing of
‘indeterminacy’—at least conceptually—perhaps mirroring his earlier ‘conversion’
to modernism in the mid-1950s, itself validated by the examples of Seiber and
Dallapiccola. Whereas modernism was a logical, if not unavoidable, development in
Western art music that saw traditional formal and organizational parameters
‘adjusted’ to suit a new paradigm, the shift to a Zen aesthetic suggests at least some
supplanting of traditional Western practice. On the other hand, it may be possible
to incorporate such aesthetics into the broader sweep of the Western tradition,
and in doing so re-direct the focus and direction of Western music itself. In
hindsight, the latter is largely what happened: postmodernism, with its polystylistic pluralism, was to become the next dominant paradigm, though in 1967 it
was a ‘whiff in the air’ rather than a wind of change, as noted in Part 1. At any rate,
the general political and creative climate of Western society in the mid-late 1960s
was brimming with possibility, and Exton no doubt felt some empowerment
through his own highly productive and creative endeavours.

Whether Exton would have embraced Zen, chance, and the I Ching, had it not been
for the earlier work of Cage, is a moot point: Exton was clearly searching for an
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alternative path to serialism, with its inexorable tendency towards ever-greater
control becoming increasingly out of step with his emerging viewpoint as a
practising Buddhist. The path that Exton took in his active enthusiasm for Zen, and
later the I Ching, appears to have a pragmatic basis. The first of Exton’s printed
references to Zen, in his ‘article of faith’ of 1967, was penned in late 1966, the year
of his arrival in Australia. It is possible that he was aware of the broader tenets of
Zen prior to this, but only embraced it when he felt comfortable in its ability to be
constructively employed in the compositional process. This assertion is reinforced
by his comment:
Music in particular, looking now into the future, must of course go on
being new. Therefore we may expect the immediate future to be
prescribed by that which was most recently new. And recently there have
been two developments in music which may fairly be described as
essentially new: electronic music, and indeterminacy.75

Exton proceeds to elaborate his vision of indeterminacy’s place in the newly
emerging musical landscape, though he restricts actual references to Zen to two
short paragraphs in the nine-page article. It is important to note that although Zen
implies a certain ‘letting go’ of one’s intentions and training so to achieve greater
spontaneity and awareness, Exton stresses that this should be viewed as a
heightening experience for the highly trained, and not a shortcut for the untrained
or lazy. Also of significance in this quote is Exton’s identification of electronic
music as a new development. It comes then as no surprise to find him pairing these
two ‘essentially new’ developments in his early experiments with chance
procedures. Roger Smalley paraphrases Exton’s comments on this issue:

75

ibid., 92-93.
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‘…(electronic music is) far more suitable for indeterminate ‘treatment’ than the
old, familiar vocabulary of instrumental and vocal sounds’.76

During 1970-71 Exton composed exclusively for the electronic medium, due largely
to recent studio equipment acquisitions at UWA and, presumably, unfettered
access as studio instigator. Here, it was possible to compose without the
mandatory attention to note-by-note detail that is such a part of instrumental
writing. Certainly, much of Exton’s early electronic music was exploratory,
favouring the vignette over the magnum opus. Titles such as Elevator Music, Go
Boil Your Head in Eb, or A Thousand Feet In The Life Of.. show a certain whimsy
while also highlighting the issue of appropriate titles for such creations. This was
an intensely creative period for Exton, with the new-found freedom of the
electronic studio enabling him to enact some of the philosophical concerns—
notably ‘indeterminacy’77—that had been aired in his recent articles. A further
study of Exton’s electronic works is included in Part 3.

As noted in Part 1, Exton had an extensive collection of books relating to the major
religions and philosophies of the Far East, or more specifically, Japan, China, and to
a lesser extent, India. Exton’s I Ching books form a significant part of this
collection, and it is this ancient Chinese book that Exton employed for the specific
working methods that a more generalized interest in Zen could not provide. If
Exton had been attracted to Zen because of its inherent humour, vagaries, or
conceptual ambience, his attraction to the much older I Ching can be viewed as
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Smalley, p.185.

77 To reiterate: this was Exton’s favoured term at the time, though ‘chance’, in hindsight, would have
been more appropriate.
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somewhat complementary. Exton shared with Cage an understanding of the I
Ching’s inherent connectedness, despite its cryptic and symbolic nature. What both
Zen and the I Ching offered Exton was a greater store of faith in notions of
acceptance and intuition. Blofeld (1968) identifies the common ground shared by
Zen and the I Ching, likening their required mind-sets:

True intuition occurs only when the mind has been temporarily
withdrawn from all conceptual and intellectual processes by means of
Zen-like concentration, during which time our consciousness is
cleansed of hopes, fears, expectations, and so forth.78

In short, the I Ching allowed Exton to formulate an ‘elastic’ chance-based strategy
that could be applied equally to instrumental or electronic music, with the
demands of each work suggesting the degree to which chance was to be embraced.
Exton’s creative output flourished from 1972 onwards, largely a result of this
personal creative breakthrough.

The first of Exton’s works to openly display the influence of the I Ching was String
Quartet V from 1972, and the last to do so was String Quartet VIII from 1979.
Gillian Exton recalls her husband being quite exacting in the earlier I Ching works,
specifically in adhering to the results of chance-based processes. Over time, he
came to see the I Ching as more of a ‘suggested path’, composing with an increasing
sense of ease and freedom, with the specific nature of each work allowing Exton to
expand or contract chance procedures as he saw fit. The analyses in Part 3 explain
this issue in greater depth, with specific examples illustrating the flexibility of
Exton’s approach.
John Blofeld, I Ching (The Book of Change) (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1968), p.73. Exton’s own copy
is signed and dated ‘Charlston 1972’.
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Generally, the influence of Zen on Exton’s music is less tangible than the often
measured and self-documented application of his I Ching procedures. Certainly, the
non-developmental nature of much of Exton’s music, and his acceptance of the
results of his chance-based decisions, are consistent with the tenets of Zen
Buddhist philosophy. Recourse to intervention in the event of chance procedures
throwing up ‘unsatisfactory’ musical results would contradict the philosophical
point of it all, and Exton was most likely committed to the acceptance of the
outcomes in general. It is to be noted, however, that chance procedures do not
govern the whole of any of his works, but rather, those elements that are best
suited to these types of procedures. Smalley79 stresses this point in his description
of Exton’s use of the I Ching in the composition of String Quartet V, partially quoted
in the upcoming analysis of this work in Part 3.

Smalley’s article, no doubt written in close consultation with his UWA colleague
Exton, is the only extant source detailing Exton’s process for ‘consulting’ the I
Ching and interpreting the hexagrams: in essence, it involves the tossing of coins to
choose hexagrams (or six-line symbols) from a total of 64 listed possibilities, the
resultant numbers of which can then be applied directly to various musical
parameters; for example, one pitch from a set of 64, or the distribution of certain
sound-events amongst 64 possible formal sub-divisions, etc.. Traditionally, each
hexagram has a set of general oracular characteristics (i.e. ‘Innocence’, ‘The
Creative’, ‘Standstill’, et al), though Exton largely seems to have bypassed this
cultural/historical aspect of the text. The analysis of String Quartet V includes a
more in-depth discussion of these specific points.
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While the vagueness of this process may seem puzzling to minds that would rather
simply make decisions, and then get on with it, it is also part of the I Ching’s
attraction, especially when viewed from Exton’s perspective as a system of
connectedness, and not randomness.

A New Paradigm 1972-1979

Exton’s works from 1972-79 are, by and large, his most idiosyncratic. As a group,
they are not necessarily his most significant or indeed best works—it is not the
place here to make such value judgements—though certain works from this period
have come to define the ‘Exton style’, for those familiar with his music. What is
undeniable is the consolidation and symbiosis of ideas from earlier years, here
culminating in a rich new period of creative endeavour. Exton seemed keen to
explore the possibilities of each new work while broadly adhering to a set of
overarching aesthetic and procedural ideals.

The Part 3 analyses focus largely on the works from 1972-79, and greater detail of
this period is presented there. Additionally, two incomplete orchestral works are
included on the strength of their conceptual ambition and the relatively unique
place they hold within Exton’s oeuvre: Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo
(1979), and ‘Untitled’ (provisionally titled Fragment by this author80) which,
although not dated, is most likely also from 1979-80.
This very short (14 bar) untitled sketch for 3 spatially separated instrumental groups has been
realized by this author using a sequenced sample library. It has thus been given the provisional title
Fragment, reflecting its existence as an identifiable yet incomplete work, as well as its brevity.
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The Later Years 1980-2009

From 1980 until his death in 2009, Exton completed only four works in the vein of
the art-music compositions described throughout this thesis: In Memoriam Joseph
Haydn for baryton and string quartet (1981); Pieces for Multiple Keyboards (1982);
Reflections in a Platinum Flute for harpsichord solo (1983); and Cantio Obliqua for
violin solo (1993). Unfortunately, Pieces for Multiple Keyboards, for the present at
least, appears to be lost.

Exton was not idle during this period, being still employed by the University of
Western Australia,81 and privately composing a variety of arrangements, mainly
for junior string players. Despite this, his withdrawal from the compositional act is
undeniable and initially puzzling, given the creativity and productivity of his
earlier career. Exton was always driven more by the personal journey of discovery
into the inner workings and structures of music than by career concerns or the
need to provide entertainment for others, as would be required of a performer. If
his compositions reflect this inner journey (which they do, by and large) then it
stands to reason that this cessation reflects an attainment of sorts: if not a
destination reached, then perhaps a state of mind no longer requiring validation or
fulfilment through material production. To this can be added the world-weary
suggestion that he was simply tired of the entire process, especially as
performances grew increasingly rare or even unnecessary. Further, his retirement
from UWA would have robbed him of his regular pool of players and performance
opportunities, and he demonstrably had no time for the ‘political’ side of music,
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Exton retired from UWA in 1988.
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such as self-promotion, which would have been required of him in his posttenured years.

Exton may also have seen shortcomings in his own compositional practice, yet was
not able to find, or interested in finding, a new guiding light to carry him forward
as he had found in earlier times through modernism, Dallapiccola, Cage,
electronics, or indeed, the I Ching. Up to his death he remained an active Buddhist,
pursued his interest in Sanskrit, and remained an intense musical listener. In
retrospect, however, by 1993 his compositional activities had clearly run their
course.
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Part 3
Analyses

Comments Regarding the Analyses

All surviving works John Exton composed in the period 1970-93, as well as a
selection of important earlier works, are presented in chronological order in the
following analyses. The chronology aims to maintain the narrative flow of Exton’s
development, tracking the extra-musical influences that played such an important
part in his life and work. A critical approach to the analyses is thus preferable to a
more abstract formal one, as the former allows for a more flexible discussion of the
circumstances surrounding the various works, as well as points that intertwine or
which are not specifically quantifiable. Given that chance elements were used
extensively by Exton in the 1970s, common post-tonal analytical approaches that
elevate pitch-class1 to a pre-eminent position, such as those of Forte and Babbitt,
do not sit easily with Exton’s stated philosophical intentions and hands-off
approach to P-C selection. Notwithstanding, it is necessary to examine what Exton
committed to paper, even if this shows more of how the ‘coins landed’ with certain
works, rather than a controlled method of pitch organization. Where pitch and
intervallic sets are referred to in the analyses, terminology and categorization
consistent with Forte2 will be used.

1

‘Pitch-class’ will hereafter be abbreviated to ‘P-C’ in most instances.

2

Allen Forte, The Structure of Atonal Music (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973).
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Overview of Works Prior to 1970

Exton’s music displays a clear stylistic and procedural delineation between works
composed before 1970, and those from that year and beyond. An overview of
Exton’s pre-1970 period will cast some light onto his earlier style, influences, and
working methods—all of which underwent significant changes during this
youthful period of his life.

From his entry into Cambridge in 1951 until the end of 1969, Exton was
consistently productive, completing thirty-five surviving works. These are mostly
instrumental chamber pieces, with a small number of orchestral and vocal
offerings. As with his later works, Exton favoured the string family, presumably
reflecting his own instrumental skills. All works are conventionally notated,
though some with accepted extensions to standard practice. Suffice to say, they are
well constructed, with youthful influences much to the fore: e.g. Webern in
Variations for piano (1960), Bartok in Concertino for orchestra (1961),
Bartok/Schoenberg in String Trio (1961), and hints of Boulez in Quintet (1967).
These comparisons are not to lessen Exton’s own offerings, but to highlight the
modernist thread that weaves its way through the vast bulk of his works. This
thread is not of purely forward momentum, as works typically display traits that
reflect not only their immediate creative concerns, but also those of previous
works and those that would come into greater focus subsequently. In short, no
work appears to have come from 'out of the blue', as it were, and despite the
idiosyncrasies of Exton’s creative path, there is an almost logical inevitability to his
evolving practice that in many respects mirrors concerns and issues widespread at
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the time: he was very much informed of contemporary musical issues and sought
to address them in his own creative ways.

Given thesis constraints, this overview will examine those pre-1970 works that
best display Exton’s compositional flair, and/or are precursory of later creations.
Many quality works of only tangential relevance are, by necessity, omitted from
the discussion.

The following pre-1970 works will be discussed:
Three Pieces for oboe solo (1955 rev.1961)
Partita for string quartet (1957)
Six Caprices for violin solo (1962)
String Quartet II (1962)
The Story of Christ’s Nativity According to St. Luke (1965)
Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus (1965)
Quintet (1967)
String Quartet III (1969)
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Three Pieces for oboe solo (1955 rev.1961)

According to his own Curriculum Vitae, Exton considered his Three Pieces to be his
Opus 1. Earlier works are well-crafted though largely derivative, as one would
expect of an undergraduate student, and it appears the young Exton was eager to
be viewed as a composer thoroughly skilled in contemporary compositional
practice, with Three Pieces a fitting example. The work displays a fluid approach to
12-note writing, with the emphasis often on the initial row’s constituent intervals
rather than on strict P-C rotation. This helps give the work a strong sense of
motivic development, aided by the insistent rhythmic figures employed. Three
Pieces is unusual in being one of the very few Exton works to feature a wind
instrument, especially in the lead role.

Example 1 shows the opening of the work, with legato declamatory phrasing
allowing the soloist some expressive license. The essence of the first phrase will be
familiar to any composition student—a 12-note row expressed melodically, with a
single instance of each P-C. Placing it in its historical context, however, gives it
extra weight: Exton is unambiguously aligning himself with the postSchoenbergian modernists of the day. Given his penchant for motivic writing, his
focus was chiefly on pitch and intervallic relationships, rather than embracing a
more complete serialism. It is not known whether Exton saw the paradox and
limitations of a 12-note row articulating Classical/Romantic arch-form melodies,
though this question is to some degree answered with a further examination of
Example 1 showing a less dogmatic use of pitch beyond the initial opening
statement. What is notable is the persistence of the intervals of 3 or 4 semitones
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(‘thirds’ in traditional intervallic parlance) showing, perhaps, Exton’s reluctance to
jump right into all-interval pitch structures, while also reflecting his (and,
incidentally, Dallapiccola’s) preference for consonant intervals, albeit within a
post-tonal environment. While being redolent of diatonic music, Exton’s approach
has probably endowed the work with a greater sense of composer intent, as
opposed to row or permutation-directed outcomes of much 12-note music from
the middle of the 20th century.

Example 1. Opening bars of Three Pieces.

The opening of the third of the Three Pieces is shown in Example 2. This displays a
more gradual unfolding of pitch material, with an insistent rhythmic motif
generating the kinetic forward motion that pervades the piece. This reveals Exton
as not being a prisoner to fixated concerns of pitch organization, displaying instead
much flexibility with his chosen materials, shaping the work according to the
demands of quite traditional musical phrasing: somewhat reminiscent of the
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vitality of Poulenc’s wind music, for example, but with greater chromatic
saturation. Shown also in Example 2 is the ‘duet for one’ technique of sudden shifts
between contrasting materials, displaying Exton’s lifelong preference for
counterpoint over extended melodic linearity.

Example 2. Three Pieces: Opening bars of III.

Three Pieces offers a modest yet confident statement worthy of ‘Opus 1’, signalling
the arrival of John Exton as a composer of some substance. Essentially, the work
presents an engaging set of well-crafted miniatures for solo oboe: qualities not lost
on early champions of the work, Janet Craxton and Heinz Holliger.3

3

Holliger’s performance of Three Pieces is included in the available recordings.
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Partita for string quartet (1957)

Written in Italy while studying with Dallapiccola, Partita shows a clear debt to the
master by way of its dedication, compositional processes, and aspects of style.
Exton’s quartet writing is precise and assured, demonstrating a maturing
technique and confidence with string instruments—the string quartet having been
employed in several earlier works.

The score is prefaced by a presentation of the BACH-motif, which can be read
horizontally or vertically, or inverted and similarly read two ways:

Figure 2. Partita ideogram.

Presented in the shape of a cross, Exton is mirroring Dallapiccola’s own penchant
for visual representations of musical ideas.4 Dallapiccola’s Cinque canti for baritone
and eight instruments (1956) is most likely the direct model 5 for Exton’s
(presumed) dedication: there are five instances of a cross-symbol appearing in the
score of movement III, the visual effect made obvious through the cut-away score
layout, as famously used by Universal Edition. Exton’s choice of a cross may also
suggest an elevation of the BACH-motif—and the processes it implies vis-à-vis

4 Fearn, p.30. Dallapiccola used the term 'ideogram' to describe such visual symbolism, which he
employed on multiple occasions.
5 Exton may have seen Dallapiccola’s own copy of Cinque canti rather than a printed edition. First
date of publication is not known, though possibly as early as 1956, by Suvini Zerboni, Milan.
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counterpoint from the Baroque to the present day—to an iconic status: something
Exton surely endorsed intellectually if not in spiritual terms. Unlike Dallapiccola,
however, Exton avoided a literal visual representation of the cross in the score of
Partita (apart from the preface ideogram), perhaps seeing it as too much of a
scoring gimmick. Also, Exton’s ensemble discourse, with its counterpoint, octave
displacements, et al, does not easily lend itself to such visual scoring devices. It is
possible, nevertheless, to see several instances of the ‘cross concept’ at work,
rather than the ‘cross actuality’: this is discussed shortly, in relation to movement
IV.

Partita consists of seven short contrasting movements, all of which develop the
BACH-motif extensively. In the first movement, the opening of which is shown in
Example 3, the original non-transposed and close-position BACH-motif is stated in
the first violin, reinforced by the ensemble in a rhythmic unison of quiet and
slightly detached chords, as if to spell-out the motif to anyone in danger of not
noticing it: a whispered b-a-c-h!

As with the 12-note opening of the Three Pieces, Exton unambiguously states his
raw material in the opening of Partita. Similarly, once the opening declamation is
made, it’s ‘down to work’, with a rich counterpoint of interlocking parts soon
taking shape. The close intervals of the opening phrase quickly widen, with similar
rapid development occurring in tessitura, dynamics, and range of expressive
nuance.
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Despite the differences between the seven movements, each with its own set of
rhythmic, dynamic, and colouristic features, the unifying principle remains the
BACH-motif. Exton is showcasing his prowess as a composer, employing
compositional processes in multiple guises, with the ‘unifying principle’ never far
out of sight.

Example 3. Partita opening measures.
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The tetrachordal nature of the motif lends itself to extensive atonal and 12-note
permutations, though Exton does not neglect the dramatic possibilities suggested
by a set of short contrasting movements. The opening of the movement IV, shown
in Example 4, demonstrates this variety, and while being quite removed from the
first movement in style, is nevertheless closely linked in terms of pitch material.
The BACH-motif is stated in bar 1 in the ‘cello and second violin (at its original
transposition), with the viola and first violin then imitating the opening gesture,
transposed, in bars 3-4. Further entries, with transpositions, soon complete the
saturation of P-Cs. The opening bars, in reduction (see Figure 3), display the clear
influence of the ‘cross concept’ at work, though the score largely conceals this fact.
Pitches with square brackets are generally presented by Exton as solo-dyad-solo
(though with overlaps), thus conceptually mirroring the score’s dedicatory
ideogram.

Example 4. Partita: opening bars of IV.
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Figure 3. Pitch material from the opening seven bars of IV.6

In the opening of the sixth movement (Example 5), Exton gives extra weight to the
12-note aspect of the work, as if to regroup the freer atonal/motivic tangents
explored in earlier movements. In the tutti chords of bars 1 and 2, each instrument
has only three pitches, though still based closely on the intervallic nature of the
BACH-motif; the instruments together, however, provide all twelve P-Cs in bar 1,
and again in bar 2.

It is unimaginable that Exton was unaware of Webern’s major works, especially the
String Quartet op.28 (1938) with its 12-note row comprising three complementary
BACH-motif tetrachords, or the earlier Concerto Op.24 (1934), with its four
symmetrical trichords (similar to those used in Partita movement VI). Exton was
certainly aware of Dallapiccola’s own use of the BACH-motif, most notably in
Quaderno Musicale di Annalibera for piano (1952), and Canti di liberazione for
chorus and orchestra (1951-5). Exton’s own copy of the Dallapiccola piano work is
extensively annotated, with the BACH-motif highlighted with an exclamation mark,
perhaps reinforcing the strong connections Exton saw between Bach, Webern,
Dallapiccola, and his own work.

6

Example 4 does not show bar 7: only 6 bars appear on the opening system.
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Example 5. Partita: opening bars of VI.

Although far removed from the austerity of Webern's String Quartet, Partita is in
many respects a work of similar intellectual rigour and intent, but with its overall
stylistic traits more closely aligned to those of the less internalized Dallapiccola.
Given its clear debt to Exton’s composer models, Partita could be viewed as a
homage to the triumvirate of Bach, Webern, and Dallapiccola. Partita is Exton’s Art
of Fugue by way of its tight and ingenious construction: his exegesis on the art of
contemporary counterpoint.

Partita was chosen by the I.S.C.M. for its Festival of 1962 (London), providing a
significant platform for the presentation of this work. A contemporary review
rightly questions Exton’s adoption of a Schoenbergian style, filtered through
Dallapiccola, producing ‘...the imitation of a model that is synthetic rather than
original’.7 The same review, nevertheless, gives mention to the work’s ‘...unfailing
refinement... Exton is a craftsman of so high an order that one hopes to discover
7

P.A.E. (initials only), Review of Partita, Music and Letters, Vol.44, No.3 (July 1963): 298-300.
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(that) in the six years since the Partita that he has developed into something still
more rare’.

Exton expanded upon Partita in his Variations for small orchestra (1961), which is
in most respects a faithful arrangement of the original. There are some changes to
the ordering of the movements: although numbered consecutively 1-7, they
present the Partita movements in the order 1,3,2,5,4,6,7. This may have been a
revision in response to the I.S.C.M. recording of the Partita, with which Exton was
presumably very familiar. The expanded instrumentation of Variations may have
called for a revision of movements for colouristic and/or dramatic reasons.

After Partita, there were two years of no compositional activity, due to Exton’s
National Service obligations. In 1960-628 he completed twelve works, more than
compensating for the recent silence. These works show a spread of procedural and
stylistic characteristics, demonstrating creative flexibility and intimate knowledge
of models, notably Webern, Schoenberg, and Bartok: Exton’s Variations for piano
(1960), String Trio, and Concertino for orchestra (both from 1961) respectively
show unmistakable traits of these composers. For analysis purposes, only two
works from this period shall be examined: Six Caprices for violin solo, and String
Quartet II, both from 1962.

8 Exton completed his National Service in 1960, returning to King’s College to resume the
Fellowship. The Extons were married in August 1960. John Exton completed six works in 1961,
equalling 1972 as his most productive years, by quantity.
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Six Caprices for violin solo (1962)

Six Caprices can be viewed as a forebear to the much later (and final Exton work)
Cantio Obliqua, also for solo violin, from 1993. Essentially, both works are
collections of highly idiomatic miniatures, presenting contrasting types of material
clearly inviting virtuoso performance. Not surprisingly, the earlier work appears
more grounded in technical concerns of process, not attaining the moments of
almost Messiaen-like transcendence of the later work. The six movements broadly
adhere to the following tempi, when metrical units and prevailing note values are
taken into consideration: slow; medium; very fast; slow; fast; very slow. Exton
tastefully employs standard string techniques (i.e. pizz., pont., harmonics, double
stops, et al), and makes full use of the tessitura, dynamic range, and expressive
capabilities of the violin.

The use of pitch material in Six Caprices adheres very closely to that demonstrated
in the opening of the first movement (Example 6). The opening phrase has twelve
notes, contains all P-Cs, though Six Caprices is almost certainly not a rigorous 12note work—Exton is using an approach comparable to that used in Three Pieces,
where freely-unfolding interval-based development propels the melodic line,
rather than strict permutations of a given 12-note row. There are, nonetheless,
several instances of a succession of twelve notes contains all P-Cs. This could be
viewed as Exton aligning himself with 12-note practice while remaining true to his
real strength as a composer of atonal predilections, chiefly concerned with interval
relationships. In Six Caprices, the overwhelming majority—very close to 100%—of
the work’s intervals are of 1, 2, or 3 semitones, or their wider inversions.
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Example 6, showing the opening system of each movement, demonstrates Exton’s
focus on these intervals.

Example 6. Six Caprices: opening of each movement (I-VI).
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One notable exception to this interval ‘rule’ appears three times: twice in
movement III, and once in V. In each case, two double-stopped portamenti glide a
perfect fourth, in a quiet but almost yawning parody of a cadence. Each doublestop has the voices 11 semitones apart, and while the concept of dissonance is
somewhat redundant in post-tonal music, here it seems a deliberate play on the
‘out of tune’ qualities of the almost-octave. While there are few instances of such
portamenti, Exton is seemingly poking fun at two of tonal music’s most hallowed
intervals: the perfect fourth and the octave (see Example 7).
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Example 7. Six Caprices: the portamenti from V.
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String Quartet II (1962)

Like other Exton works from the early 1960s, String Quartet II is skilfully written
though in a measured and stylistically reverent manner. 9 Although in one
continuous movement, String Quartet II has five main formal divisions, each with
its own internal contrasts of tempi and general musical interplay. The bulk of the
work, excluding the outer sections, continues similar motivic concerns to Exton’s
contemporaneous works. The outer sections, however, display an element that
would become a hallmark of most of Exton’s works in the 1970s: sustained and
essentially non-goal-oriented chords, hinting at emerging concerns for timbre over
texture, and suggesting a lessening of the centricity of interval-focused motivic
development.10 Although a minor part of this work, these chords introduce an
experiential aspect to the aesthetic, arguably more achievable through stasis than
motif-driven counterpoint.

Bars 348-357, reproduced in Example 8, are typical of the sustained sections of
String Quartet II, with very slow tempo, mutes, and overall quiet dynamic. There
are still processes at work, despite the trend towards a sustained and nondiscursive texture: firstly, there is an accretion of voices, starting with one voice in
b.348, growing to eight a few bars later, with this whole process repeated in
Exton was largely unconcerned with vanguardism; his works generally engage the compositional
issues of their time in a considered way, with traditional practices embracing new concepts rather
than being subsumed or negated by them. Consequently, his works are typified by the presentation
of craftsmanship over innovation: this is not meant as a negative criticism, but a measured
appraisal of his place within the broader spectrum of international new music activity of the time.

9

Nevertheless, the organizational aspect of pitch is still very much to the fore in this work; the
opening is essentially a roll-call of P-Cs, crabbing upwards from the opening B natural. This reflects
the very similar approach Exton used in several works of the time. Texturally, String Quartet II
remains largely an exploration of motivic development, with pitch organization certainly well
considered.

10
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subsequent bars; secondly, the P-Cs in this example mirror the ‘roll-call’ that
opened the work. Putting aside repeated notes, the order of P-Cs is as follows
(ignoring the cello F#, tied from the previous section):
F G F# G# A Bb B C C# D D# E F F#
With a slight reordering, this is clearly an ascending chromatic scale, though
somewhat veiled in performance through various octave transpositions.

Example 8. String Quartet II: bars 348-357.
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The faster sections of the work similarly display a continuous cycling through the
chromatic scale, with some minor re-ordering. Vertical aggregates of P-Cs follow
this same technique.

The years 1963-69 saw the completion of a further ten works, three of which
utilize a choir and biblical texts. Also notable is the imaginatively scored
Movements for Orchestra from 1964, written for, and played by, the Bedales school
orchestra; a feat quite remarkable even by today’s performance standards. Exton’s
move to Australia, with family in tow, occurred soon after in 1966, yet this
upheaval seems not to have dimmed his modest but steady flow of works.
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The Story of Christ’s Nativity According to St. Luke (1965)
Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus (1965)

Exton completed The Story of Christ’s Nativity and Prelude in September 1965,
suggesting he worked on both simultaneously or at least in very quick succession.
The Story of Christ’s Nativity, written for the Bedales Christmas concert of 1965, is
the larger work, requiring the following forces:
2 fl., 2 cl., 2 vln., 2 vc., 2 timp., 1 cym., tenor and bass soli, small
female chorus, plus single male and female speakers.

Exton uses the biblical text in a clear declamatory manner, the two speakers
delivering much of it over minimal accompaniment. This establishes natural
speech patterns, further reflected in the style of the solo vocal parts. Exton
facilitates this through selective use of flexible rhythmic notation, but with points
of synchronization clarified by vertical dotted lines in lieu of specific durational
values and/or barlines. Some sections—mainly instrumental—are conventionally
notated, though the lion’s share of the work falls somewhere between these two
contrasting yet complementary notational practices.

Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus, based on the Gregorian Chant (Figures 4 and 5), is
for an 8-piece instrumental ensemble: the same, in fact, as The Story of Christ’s
Nativity but minus percussion and voices.11 With its much more concise and
restrained approach to similar temporal concerns, one may reasonably conclude
Prelude to be the latter of the two works. Not surprisingly, the biblical text of The

11

The Story of Christ’s Nativity uses 2 flutes; Prelude uses flute + piccolo.
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Story of Christ’s Nativity calls for a level of drama not necessarily required of a
purely instrumental work, and it seems Exton deliberately intended Prelude to be
musically worlds away from its apparent companion piece, notwithstanding their
shared religious overtones.

Significantly, Prelude displays Exton’s first pervasive use of non-mesuré notation,
and thus complete avoidance of metre and standard rhythmic values. This can be
clearly seen in the opening system of the score, shown in Example 9. Also on
display are the non-precise dynamic contours and absence of dynamic markings
beyond the blanket direction sempre piano, ma espressivo. Most noticeable in this
example, however, are Exton’s ‘arrows’, highlighting the melodic path of the
quoted hymn, but with some octave displacements spreading the overall tessitura
well beyond the original. Pitch classes outside those of the hymn are also present
(F and Eb in this example), typically one semitone removed from the hymn pitches,
though also subject to various octave transpositions.

This very short work—3 pages total—is nominally Lento, but could conceivably
span a much greater duration than the minimal score suggests. In terms of form,
Exton presents just one verse of the Veni Creator Spiritus hymn, mirroring the four
phrases of the original, each separated by a very brief breath mark.

Figure 4. Gregorian Chant notation of Veni Creator Spiritus

68

Figure 5. The first phrase of the hymn Veni Creator Spiritus in modern notation,
commencing on E, as in Exton’s Prelude.

The texture of Prelude may be described as ‘sostenuto pointillism’, with each
instrument typically offering one or two-note entries, to then be taken over in a
similar manner by another. Each note is sustained, so there is a continuous overlap
of parts, though the total of simultaneous-sounding instruments rarely exceeds
three. The work is on one hand redolent of Webern12 with its short motifs of only a
few notes, though Exton’s continuously quiet and sustained texture also pre-empts
later Morton Feldman (1926-87) in its introverted restrained minimal style.

Having clearly stated his source material in the title, and having traced its course
through the score for the benefit of the performers, Exton takes one further step,
presumably for the benefit of the listener: the work concludes with the hymn’s
original opening phrase, unadorned, played in octaves at barely a whisper
(Example 10).

12 Anton Webern’s Symphony Op.21 (1st Movt.), Concerto Op.24 (2nd Movt.), or String Quartet Op.28
(1st Movt.) could have served as models for the texture of Exton’s Prelude Veni Creator Spiritus.
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Example 9. The opening system of Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus.
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Example 10. The conclusion of Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus

At the time of their completion, The Story of Christ’s Nativity and (especially)
Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus were the closest Exton had come to an indeterminate
performance situation—albeit within well-prescribed limits, principally restricted
to rhythmic and durational parameters. This experience may have encouraged the
subsequent advocacy of indeterminacy in his article ‘Forward to First Principles’,
written the following year (1966) and published in 1967.13

13

Discussed briefly in Part 1.
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Quintet for flute, oboe, clarinet, horn, bassoon (1967)

Quintet was written for, and dedicated to, the University of Adelaide Wind Quintet,
with a further dedication to Exton’s son Stephen, a horn player. The original title
appears to have been 'Quintet I – 1967', subsequently shortened to the more
standard alternative. Unusually for an Exton work, it is exclusively for wind
instruments, no doubt dictated by the intended ensemble, but unlikely to have
been written if not for the ensemble’s residency in Perth that year.

The work is formally divided into alternating Chorale and Interlude sections—five
of each—bookended by a Prelude and Postlude. The Interludes are mini-cadenzas
for each of the instruments in turn, while the Chorales move successively from
gently sustained to quite frenetic.

Although the layout of the score suggests underlying serial processes, Exton’s
preface clarifies the intended outward expressiveness, as well as the pronounced
freedom of durational/rhythmic parameters in the solo Interludes:

In this Quintet, matters such as the Espressivo of melodic contour—pitch,
intonation, phrasing, instrumental colour, and ensemble—are of
paramount importance. Rhythm, (sic) even when noted exactly, should be
subject always to a free rubato to serve the above ends...Thus rhythm and
speed are always of secondary consideration...where rhythms are
indicated in (solo) passages, they are intended to suggest the rhythmic
contour of phrases—not to prescribe exactly. In short, the music should
be taken largely at the player’s convenience, so as to arise naturally from
the instrument...14

14

Score preface to Quintet.
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When viewed in the context of Exton’s previous works, the most striking feature of
the Quintet is its uncharacteristically Boulez-like15 appearance: frequent time and
tempo changes (with signatures placed outside the staves), frequent wide interval
leaps, terse utterances, fragmented barlines, finicky dynamics—all rather atypical
of Exton, yet adopted en masse in the Quintet. While many of these traits appear in
the opening measures, as shown in Example 11, they become even more
pronounced as the work unfolds.

Example 11. Quintet: the opening Prelude in its entirety.

15 Exton was certainly aware of Le Marteau Sans Maître, and possibly used his Quintet as a testing
ground for aspects of the Boulez worthy of adoption. Such undisguised ‘borrowing’ is not unusual
in Exton’s works, as will be shown.
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This Prelude hints at ideas to be further investigated throughout the course of the
work; notably, individual instrumental statements and shared pitch material that
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facilitates timbral explorations. The latter is clearly marked in the score with
dotted lines, highlighting the passing of a pitch between instruments.

The soloistic nature of the Interludes offers an opportunity for greater melodic
extravagance, with instruments given virtuosic passages suiting their contrasting
capabilities (Example 12). The Interludes hint of a further influence; Stockhausen’s
wind quintet of 1955-6, Zeitmasse, in which many wildly virtuosic solo passages
are similarly marked ‘as fast as possible’.

Example 12. Quintet: the middle section of Interlude II, for bassoon.

With this Quintet, the impression is given that Exton aimed to make the most of the
wind ensemble’s capabilities, focusing on those qualities that set it apart from the
more homogenous sound world of the strings. In doing so, he demonstrably
extended his technical and aesthetic prowess—but with the dramatic
philosophical changes of his 1970s works just around the corner, the trajectory of
the Quintet was not to be pursued in subsequent works.
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String Quartet III (1969)

Adagio – Allegro
Moderato – piu mosso/Agitato (Veni Creator Spiritus)
Lento assai – (Homage)
This quartet was written during 1969 and is largely introspective in
mood. The musical material stems from an early work of Webern (Opus
7)—the opening of the third of his four pieces for violin and piano of 1910
comprising a brief, ‘circular’ pattern of notes—which is here developed so
as to involve the ‘Veni Creator Spiritus’ hymn.
Formally, the work consists of a hierarchy of inter-related sections rather
than discrete movements. There are however three principal divisions:
the first of these is a two-part structure of Adagio, introducing the first
developments from Webern’s pattern of notes, and Allegro, a tense,
nervous yet subdued reflection of the same material. The central division
is a set of variations, alternately calm and violent, on the ‘Veni Creator
Spiritus’ theme. These variations revolve around a single note – E – and
finally dissolve into three monolithic chords, which in turn resolve via the
same monotone onto the original Webern quotation. This heralds the
final section of the work which is in the form of a free fantasia marrying
literal references to Webern with fragmentary recapitulations of the
opening Adagio.
Thus the work ends by coming full circle—exactly in the manner of the
first half-a-dozen notes—but in the hope of having increased the scope
and significance, and not merely the length, of the circle involved!16
John Exton

String Quartet III is a somewhat enigmatic work, composed (in hindsight) on the
cusp of a creative breakthrough. It is possible to see in String Quartet III certain
features that would become more prominent in later works, and although it
demonstrably fuses various influences and techniques, it oddly eludes any claim to
originality on technical, conceptual, or aesthetic grounds. On one level, this is not
surprising—Exton was no vanguardist, as has been noted—yet his craftsmanship
imbues the work with some level of gravitas, though often within the introspective
John Exton, liner notes for String Quartet III, ‘Australian Festival of Music’, vol.18. Festival
Records FC 80025.

16
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and subdued contexts suggested by its referenced influences; Webern Opus 7 (3rd
mov’t.), and to a lesser extent, the hymn Veni Creator Spiritus. The work has much
subtlety, and is far removed from Exton’s previous major work, the extroverted
Quintet of 1967.

String Quartet III demonstrates an assured grasp of the quartet medium, though in
a technically measured manner. Exton seems not to have been attracted to writing
quartets of ever-increasing complexity, such as those of Elliott Carter, instead
articulating his material within restrained technical limits. Presumably there were
practical concerns at work, as Exton, despite the dearth of performances of his
music, was diligent enough to secure at least one performance of nearly all his
works, usually involving local and/or visiting performers.

As described in Exton’s liner notes, String Quartet III is structured with interrelated attacca sections rather than discrete movements, reinforcing Exton’s
penchant for variation form. The work has a curious formal structure, with Exton’s
‘three principal divisions’17 actually subdivided as follows (note the two instances
of ‘IIb’):

I Ib II IIb

IIc

IIb

IId

III

The multiple versions of ‘II’ imply a set of sub-variations, suggesting a
‘kaleidoscope’ metaphor. These sections, in fact, reference the Veni hymn
(commencing on E, as in Exton’s Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus from 1965), though
its treatment in String Quartet III is oddly more retrospectively ‘Webernian’ than
17

ibid.
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its ‘Feldmanesque’ presentation in Prelude, despite the latter being an earlier work.
The outer sections have a greater debt to Webern Op.7 in pitch and intervallic
relationships, and bookend the work with material that reflects Exton’s stated
circular concept. In contrast to other sections, the quietly pointillist ‘Ib’ comprises
six short internal repeats, each four bars in length; employed, presumably, to
further reinforce circularity. A larger scale reprise takes the form of a complete
repeat of ‘IIb’, separated from the first by the contrasting ‘IIc’. Overall, the sections
present material that alternates between subdued and animated, the general
characteristics of which may be summarized as follows:

I. Adagio. Exposition of motifs and general pitch concerns.
Ib. Allegro. Quietly animated, with multiple short repeats.
II. Moderato. Subtitled ‘Veni Creator Spiritus’. Sustained.
IIb. Agitato. Sempre f-ff, and entirely pizzicato.
IIc. Moderato. Short and sustained, arco, mf.
IIb. Exact repeat of earlier IIb.
IId. Moderato, though very sustained.
III. Very slow. Subtitled ‘Homage’. Some direct quotes from Webern Op.7.

Being a set of variations, one can reasonably expect a constant: in this case, it is the
pitch structures suggested by the Webern Op. 7 (3rd mov’t) and, to a lesser degree,
those of the Veni Creator Spiritus hymn. More specifically, Exton appears to have
distilled the essence of both: if the Webern is ‘about’ all possible intervals, then
Veni is ‘about’ a modal (hypoionian) subset. Such reductionism may be questioned,
though this is a useful explanation for interval preferences, given the original
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sound-world of the two contrasting influences. Example 13 shows the opening
three bars of the work, showing the first part of the following P-C ordering (dyads
shown in brackets, rests shown as spaces):

A Bb Ab

Eb D E A [Bb Ab] B . . . Eb [E D] C#

[B C#] A [Bb Ab] [B G] . . .

Example 13. The opening bars of String Quartet III.

The P-C movement generally follows a meandering step-wise pattern, often of one
or two semitones—registers being ignored here, of course. The P-Cs initially stay
close to those of the Webern (see Example 17), though those in the first part of
section ‘Ib’ (Example 14) show an even more restricted P-C movement:

C C# [D# E] D C# B Bb Ab A B C Bb A G F# [E F] G Ab F# F [Eb D]
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All P-C movement here is of one or two semitones, with the dyads being semitones,
compared to full-tones in the opening section. As Example 14 demonstrates, the
actual intervals of the score are frequently a seventh apart, rather than a second as
implied by the previous P-C list. This helps give the work a pronounced pointillist
texture, placing it firmly in the modernist camp, clearly owing much to Webern.

Example 14. The opening bars of section ‘Ib’.

The multiple versions of ‘II’ each contain all the P-Cs of the Veni hymn: these
pitches, however, are essentially raw material—the restricted tessitura and
rhythm of the hymn are disregarded. Exton seems to be relaying something of its
essential pitch sequence and harmonic structure, though even this is clouded by
the inclusion of additional P-Cs, often one semitone removed from those of the
hymn. Upon closer inspection, section II is in fact a re-orchestration of Exton’s own
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Prelude: Veni Creator Spiritus from four years earlier, but altered somewhat to suit
the smaller more homogenous string quartet: Exton’s self-quotation perhaps yet
another manifestation of circularity.

Example 15. Opening bars of section II, representing the first phrase of the Veni
hymn.
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Example 15 shows the process that typifies all the section ‘II’ Veni variants. This
example concludes at the first ‘breath mark’ in this section, signifying the end of
the first phrase of the hymn, as shown previously in Figure 4. All the P-Cs of the
original are to be found in this example, though not necessarily at the original
register or note order. Even the open ‘tonality’ of the original is obscured by the
prominent violin high F and ‘cello low Eb, which encase the Veni tessitura within a
wider chromatic gamut. The remainder of the section ‘II’ variants treat the
material in even more abstract ways, further obscuring any meaningful Veni
references.

The prevailing textures of String Quartet III are restrained, transparent, and often
pointillistic, though a sustained, static, non-developmental chordal section in
section ‘IId’ (see Example 16) continues a thread shown in earlier works (such as
String Quartet II), but which will reach its zenith in the 1973 orchestral work,
Ryoanji. Shown as Forte P-C sets in Figure 6, these chords show a similar structure
to that of the opening of the work, but with the semitone/full-tone emphasis
broken up with an interval of three semitones, effectively yielding two chromatic
sub-sets. This confirms an intervallic system at work, probably in addition to a
freer note-by-note approach used in the more animated sections. Although section
‘IId’ is ostensibly based on Veni, for all intents and purposes the hymn has
disappeared as a recognizable entity, as noted previously.
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Example 16. The first two (of four) chords from section ‘IId’.18

Figure 6. String Quartet III, section ‘IId’, chordal P-C sets.

In performance, each of these four groupings are of course chordal, with doublestops accounting for the increased number of quartet voices. The fourth chord
comprises only six notes: its slight increase in full-tone relationships suggesting
the hymn, with its very open Ionian structure. Overall, however, the highlysaturated P-C count and small-interval relationships of section ‘IId’ remain
consistent with the rest of the work, which, it must be said, is far closer to the
sound-world of the Second Viennese School than to that of the hymn.

The D# in the viola should almost certainly be a D natural: the sharp on the researcher’s
performance copy of the score was pencilled by a performer—a violist, presumably, though not in
Exton’s handwriting. Also, as there are no bar numbers in this score, the four chords listed here
appear in bars 5-20 of section ‘IId’.
18
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String Quartet III concludes with the very slow section ‘III’, subtitled ‘Homage’,
containing the most literal Webern quote. Reproduced in Example 18, Exton’s
offering completes the cycle of largely backward-looking vignettes that together
comprise the work. Exton may well have been ‘taking stock’ of his influences and
techniques to date, in preparation for some impending change.

Does Exton break any new ground with String Quartet III? Given that it brings
together a clutch of favoured compositional techniques and persistent influences
within a comfortably familiar variation setting, scored for Exton’s preferred
instrumental combination, one can comfortably argue in the negative. In fact, the
work is consistent with Exton’s overall development to date: a well-crafted work of
intelligent design and musicality, firmly rooted in values of conservatism rather
than iconoclasm. It is firmly within the parameters of mid 20th century modernism,
despite its nod to emerging postmodern eclecticism.

There is, however, some significance in the work’s place within Exton’s broader
timeline: in the two years following String Quartet III, Exton focused solely on the
production of electronic works. This experience, plus the increasing influence of
Buddhism and the I Ching, would see him significantly re-align his artistic practice,
starting with String Quartet IV of 1972. String Quartet III could thus be viewed as
Exton’s ‘signing-off’ on mainstream pitch-centred 12-note practice—or so it may
appear. In fact, this tidy but mistaken assumption would ignore two significant
facets of Exton’s future work: his essentially ‘serial’ handling of pitch, despite
chance procedures suggesting otherwise; and the handful of post-1980 works that
clearly recall pre-1970 intervallic/atonal concerns.
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Example 17. The opening of Webern Op.7, no III.
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Example 18. Exton’s section ‘III’, clearly showing elements of the Webern Op.7 (cf.
Ex.17).
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The Works of the 1970s

Electronic Works 1970-72

In 1967, the UWA Music Department began, under Exton’s guidance, an ongoing
program of electronic music production and tuition. This necessitated the
establishment of an in-house studio for such purposes, which by 1970 had grown
to a modest yet functional and up-to-date facility. Exton personally oversaw
equipment acquisitions, choosing to model the studio on musique concrète as well
as purely electronic music requirements.19 The modest number of projects Exton
produced during 1970-71 were essentially exercises exploring the possibilities of
the studio, and, in keeping with the equipment’s inherent strengths and
limitations, typically feature tape-manipulation and/or quasi-automated voltage
controlled processes. The three works from 1972, produced in Cardiff, Wales,
while on sabbatical from UWA, are more in the nature of ‘compositions’.

As noted in Part 2, Exton’s earliest tape works, from 1970, boast colourful titles:
Elevator Music, Fantasia Among One Note, Five-Way Ping Pong, and Go Boil Your
Head in E flat—the latter three being part of an ongoing series of vignettes bundled
together as Electronic Jazz. All four works are relatively short, with Fantasia being

19 John Exton, ‘Observations on the Development of an Electronic Music Studio Within The
University of Western Australia Music Department’, in seminar proceedings for The State of the Art
of Electronic Music in Australia (University of Melbourne, 1971): 30-31. In 1974, Exton provided an
update to this studio overview which does not appear to have been published, and may have been
for UWA administration purposes only. It clearly shows the ongoing development of the studio with
its expanding equipment list, though naturally does not reflect Exton’s personal artistic choice in
returning to instrumental composition. Exton’s enthusiasm for the studio as a teaching tool was,
however, undiminished. This later article also makes mention of two eminent visiting composers
who made use of the studio that year (1974): Tristram Cary and Roger Smalley.
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by far the longest, at 16 minutes. The titles no doubt suggest a sense of lightness
and whimsy, though the mildly threatening industrial drone of Go Boil relates
conceptually and texturally to Exton’s non-developmental strain, as already
discussed. All works were produced on the Music Department’s new EMS VCS3
synthesizers, and display the characteristic qualities of that now classic device. No
production details survive for these works, though Exton makes use of the VCS3’s
inherent strengths; notably in the use of some level of automation, with localized
detail being the result of voltage-controlled processes rather than specific event
control.20 This approach shifts the role of the composer to one of overseer rather
than creator—establishing general limits rather than prescribing specific details.
This also blurs the boundary between composition and performance, with the
focus shifting towards the experience of processes unfolding in real-time, rather
than on the more traditional presentation of a fully formed work.21

Exton had been advocating the concept of ‘indeterminacy’ in the years leading up
to the 1970s: the studio provided the means to put such sympathies into practice.
Exton surely found his early studio years very valuable from both a creative and
technical viewpoint, not to mention the significant learning dimension it brought
to UWA composition students. Exton, nevertheless, would have soon encountered
technical realities that dampened the conceptual integrity of certain works;
notably the need to commit much material to tape (for it to be performed and

The author spent several years under Exton's tutelage, using the same equipment, though some
years later, in 1980-83. Comments on Exton’s compositional process are thus ‘educated guesses’
based on surviving recordings, studio practicalities, plus Exton’s demonstrated teachings and
musical leanings.

20

Tom Jenkins, ‘Sound-In’, The West Australian (5 August 1974). Jenkins bases his article around an
interview with Exton, discussing possible directions for electronic music.

21
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disseminated) invariably setting into ‘concrete’ those processes that were initially
produced with varying degrees of randomness. The recorded signal is thus a fixed
reproduction of previously indeterminate processes, effectively rendering them
devoid of any further element of randomness. It is worth noting that all of Exton’s
electronic works found their final form as tape pieces, despite the various chance
processes employed during production—that is, no works exist as patch sheets or
blueprints for indeterminate live performance.

In 1971 Exton produced only two works, both being further instalments in the
Electronic Jazz collection: A Thousand Feet in the Life of..., and K2 (A Second
Thousand Feet). It is impossible to avoid a qualitative warning regarding these two
works, as they are, by any measure, disappointing as compositional outcomes. In
each case, Exton recorded approximately half an hour of random sounds at his
home, with some level of processing at work on the recorded result. The end
products, unfortunately, do not live up to the intrigue and potential of the concept,
with the mainly insipid and poorly recorded domestic sounds proving to be a
significant departure from the clarity, concision, and studio prowess demonstrated
in the engaging works from the previous year. A musician of Exton’s standing does
not make such ‘mistakes’, so a subtext needs to be offered: Exton here employed
procedural randomness to the furthest degree of any of his works, possibly to
simply see what transpired. The comparatively long duration of the works
subverts

their

neatness

as

‘pieces’,

forcing

them

into

an

environmental/soundscape paradigm. This did not sit well with the audiences of
the day, who had to endure the works while seated in a formal concert setting—a
far from ideal situation. The experience of producing A Thousand Feet in the Life
of... and K2 (A Second Thousand Feet) may have dissuaded Exton from pursuing this
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direction further, perhaps seeing it as stepping too far outside traditional notions
of composition: making the composer perhaps too redundant.

Exton’s 1972 sabbatical was something of a watershed: he resumed instrumental
writing after a two-year hiatus (completing String Quartets IV and V); formulated
his approach to using I Ching chance procedures; acquired a much-coveted viola;22
and produced three tape works in Cardiff, Wales (Musaic, Aria, and Breathing
Space). Musaic is an exploration of rapid random events governed by larger
overarching parameters, and is in many respects a ‘study’, displaying process
rather than creative vision. Aria is much more impressive, both technically and in
timbral and textural content. Its bell-like sonorities, plinks, and breathy whispers
unfold in an engaging manner, showing the composer aiming for more than mere
documentation of studio experiment. Breathing Space is, however, the most
significant of these three works and is analysed in more detail shortly, in its
chronological place after the completion of the fourth and fifth string quartets.

The three Cardiff tape works are Exton’s last purely electronic offerings, and he
rapidly lost interest in the genre upon the resumption of instrumental writing.
Only two subsequent works employ any electronic component: String Quartet IV
(1972) requires ring modulation; and String Quartet VII (1979) requires taped
string parts to be used in conjunction with the live performance—though here the
intent is to remain within the existing sound-world of the acoustic ensemble rather
than contrasting or supplanting it with non-string material.

While on sabbatical in the U.K. in 1972, Exton acquired the viola—something he had wanted for
many years. According to Gillian Exton, this contributed to his renewed focus on instrumental
composition. Note to researcher, 18 July 2015.
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String Quartet IV [with electronics] (1972)

Background – the Kyoto Connection

The 1972 sabbatical saw Exton, with his family, travel to the United Kingdom via
Japan and the United States. While in Japan he visited the World Heritage-listed
Ryoanji Temple (or ‘Temple of the Peaceful Dragon’), in Kyoto. Within this muchcelebrated place of Zen Buddhist contemplation is an enclosed rectangular stone
garden containing fifteen stones of varying sizes set in a bed of white raked gravel,
remaining largely unaltered since its creation in the early 1400s. While there is
some conjecture as to any specific meaning in the garden’s layout, its most noted
feature lies in the positioning of the stones, which—while appearing to be
randomly placed—prevents all fifteen from being simultaneously visible from any
of the normal vantage points. This inherent puzzle stimulates observant viewers,
in this case Exton, who quickly saw musical implications in the formality of the
design and its contemplative atmosphere. Exton set to work on String Quartet IV
almost immediately, completing it in September 1972—the same date as the
markedly different String Quartet V. While Exton left little in the way of program
notes and plans for String Quartet IV, he felt there was sufficient substance in the
basic conceptual and organizational aspects of the work to warrant a further
expanded exploration of its underlying concept, and the 1973 orchestral work
Ryoanji was the result. For Ryoanji, Exton produced various detailed sketches,
including program notes, an explanatory introduction to the first performance, as
well as detailed formal plans and pitch charts—all of which have fortunately
survived. The impression is that Exton’s ideas gained clarity with time, and String
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Quartet IV, in most respects, is a first attempt to put into practice certain ideas
stimulated by the Temple visit, whereas Ryoanji is altogether a much more
considered work. Certainly, in his notes to the latter, Exton makes no mention of
the earlier work. Furthermore, the minimal program notes that exist for String
Quartet IV were undoubtedly written after the composition of Ryoanji, somewhat
clouding an understanding of Exton’s intentions in writing the earlier work. The
analysis of Ryoanji will revisit in greater detail some of the points raised in
connection to String Quartet IV, especially in relation to the significance of the
garden and how it permeates the structure, aesthetics, and philosophy of that
work.

Figure 7. The stone garden of the Ryoanji Temple, Kyoto, Japan.
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The Garden Transcribed

String Quartet IV is a transcription of the Ryoanji garden from physical entity to its
representation in sound. More precisely, it is Exton’s unique offering in what is, of
course, an infinitely variable notion, given the endless ways such a concept can be
interpreted.

String Quartet IV is in a single movement of approximately 9’30” duration, formally
divided into fifteen short and clearly delineated sections. Exton populates each
section with fifteen 'musical stones’: these being a mix of single pitches, dyads, or
three-note chords (see Table 1). These mirror the relative dimensions of the actual
stones:
2 large stones – 2 three-note chords
5 medium stones – 5 dyads
8 small stones – 8 single pitches

Each of these fifteen musical stones—henceforth referred to here as ‘sound-events’
to reinforce their independent and essentially unchanging nature—always appears
unaltered in respect to pitch. Other parameters, such as duration, dynamic level,
articulation, etc., are variable. In each of the fifteen sections of the work, Exton
views the ‘garden’ from a different perspective: a change of perspective, or viewing
position, alters the relative distances between viewer and object; similarly, a
change of musical perspective alters the prominence of sound-events in absolute
terms, as well as the relative prominence within each local grouping. This is
musically represented, or transcribed, with appropriate dynamic levels, durations,
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and types of attack. The upcoming analysis of Ryoanji further investigates this
transcription process.

Table 1 shows the pitch component of each of the fifteen sound-events (with
Exton’s numbering) and their dynamic marking in each of the fifteen sections of
the work. The table shows the shifting dynamic emphasis of each sound-event over
the course of the work, as well as the relative spread of dynamics within each
section, if read vertically. In performance, the dynamic relationships are further
complicated by individual crescendo, diminuendo, or accents, for example. The
constituent pitches of each sound-event always appear in the same register—no
transpositions, octave displacements, etc., are employed—that is, musical material
is not 'developed' over the course of the work. Note also Exton's extended dynamic
gradations:
pp mpp p mp mf f mff ff sffz

Curiously, given the Temple garden’s famous quirk in having at least one stone not
visible to the viewer, Exton has not omitted sound-events from any of the sections
of the work. This could perhaps be explained by his compositional working
method: his sketches contain a hand-drawn plans of the garden with the stones in
their relative places, over which he placed various transparent grids as means of
measurement in determining the relative proportions for each sound-event. With
each new formal section of the work, the original positioning of the ‘viewpoint’ is
shifted, so new calculations need to be made. This process continued until all
fifteen sound-events in each of the fifteen sections were plotted. Exton adopted an
aerial-view of the garden for these calculations, and it would appear the invisible
stone concept became somewhat redundant as a result.
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Table 1. String Quartet IV: 15 sections, with pitch and dynamic content.
Sections
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

mff

f
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ff

f
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p

p

p

pp

pp

pp

mp
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f

f

f

f

f
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mp

p

p

p

pp

pp

p

p

p

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

p

p

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

p

p

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

mf

mf

mf

p

p

p

p

p

p

p

mp

mp

mp

mf

mf

f

f

f

pp

pp

pp

pp

p

p

p

mf

mf

mf

mf

f

mff

ff

ff

pp

pp

pp

pp

pp

p

mp

mf

mf

mf

f

ff

ff

ff

ff

pp

pp

p

p

p

mp

mp

f

f

f

ff

sffz

ff

ff

sffz

pp

pp

p

p

p

p

p

ff

f

f

f

ff

f

ff

ff

p
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mp

mp

mp

mf
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f

f

f
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mff

mf

f

f

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

mf

f

mf

mf

mf

f

f
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mp

mf
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mf

mf

mf

mf

f

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mf

mp

mp

mp

f

f

f

f

f

f

mf

mp

mp

mp

mp

mp

pp

p

p

ff

f

f

f

f

mf

mf

mp

p

mp

p

p

pp

pp

pp

ff
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ff

mff

f

mf

mf

p

p

p

pp

pp

pp

pp

pp
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Figure 8. Exton's numbering of the stones at Ryoanji.

Figure 9. The 15-pointed figure Exton used to calculate relative distances to the
stones. This was drawn on tracing paper and overlaid on the garden plan to
facilitate measurements.
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Example 19 shows the first of fifteen sections of String Quartet IV. The remaining
fourteen are similarly brief (5-9 bars) suggesting, at least on paper, a set of
miniatures, though they are in fact played as one continuous work. The detached
and fragmentary nature of the texture is heightened by frequent silences, though
the subtle electronic tape component of the work (discussed shortly) adds an
ambience to the live quartet’s apparent silences. The fifteen sound-events listed in
Table 1 can all be seen in this example. The numbering on the score is consistent
with Exton’s sketches, each numeral being placed vertically over its corresponding
sound-event.23

Exton’s sketched score is different from his final one in some details of pitch,
rhythm, and duration, though the formal divisions, measure numbers, and time
changes remain consistent. There is a definite sense that Exton was still in the
thrall of Webern when composing this work—not surprisingly, given the earlier
String Quartet III, with its direct references to that composer.

While String Quartet IV is not a 12-note work, all P-Cs are represented in the
collective of fifteen sound-events (as in Table 1). A tally of notes used in this
collective gives a total of twenty-four, though this does not quite represent two
instances of each P-C. Figure 10 lists these constituent pitches, with the numeric
imbalance between the D and F naturals raising the question of some small error
on Exton's part: should one of the D's be an F? 24

23 Sound-events 8 and 11 appear almost simultaneously in measure 4. As both share a common Bb,
Exton apparently chose not to re-state the Bb for sound-event 11, which in this instance appears as
a solitary C rather than the listed C/Bb dyad.
24

The two different B naturals are considered equivalent in this case.
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Example 19. String Quartet IV: first section.

Figure 10. The pitches used in String Quartet IV, with the number of instances of
each within a single sound-event collective. Note that B natural appears in two
registers.
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In some respects, the implied reference to a 12-note row hints at typical post-tonal
pitch manipulation, though the work’s lack of melodic and harmonic development
clearly indicates otherwise. Certainly, there is no use of conventional motivic
development, as no material is transposed, retrograded, or augmented, for
example. Furthermore, notions of pitch or interval sets (Forte, Carter, et al) have
no role in this work beyond their initial statement—after which they are simply
repeated another fourteen times at original pitch. A better precedent in this regard
is Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs et d’intensities from 1949-50, though the differences
between the two works undoubtedly outnumber similarities.

Exton provided a very brief program note to String Quartet IV, written in 1974,
two years after the work was composed. Reading more like afterthoughts, they
convey a reluctance to discuss the work in any detail:

Objects — Space;
Events — Time;
Sounds — but since there is no such thing as silence, this non-existent
commodity is represented in this work by a cluster of quiet, high,
continuous tones whose start and stop mark the beginning and end of the
piece. Within this time-span the sounds of the string quartet are arranged
to modify and bend the “silence” of the continuous tones in the same way
objects “bend” the spaces between, or islands create ripples in the water
that separates them.
The forms and proportions of the sounds are derived from the Japanese
rock-garden which was transcribed in the larger work: Ryoanji for 40
strings and percussion, heard last year.25

25 Exton’s hand-written program note, presumably to a 1975 UWA performance. String Quartet IV
was also performed at UWA the preceding year, on 30 September 1974.
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The brevity of these comments is in stark contrast to the verbose declarations that
accompanied the 1974 performance of the String Quartet IV 'recomposition'
Ryoanji, though they still convey much: Cage’s concept of silence (i.e. the lack of it);
the role of the electronics; clues as to the processes at work in the piece; and an
acknowledgement of the Ryoanji garden connection, with the work’s essentially
transcriptive nature being clearly stated.

‘... with electronics ‘

Little mention has yet been made of the important electronic component of the
work; a tape of three pre-recorded high pitch sine-tones, ring-modulated with the
live sound of the quartet as captured by microphone. The resultant complex of
sonorities is to be maintained at a discrete volume level in relation to the live
string parts, with the constant tinnitus-like bleed of taped sine tones emanating
from the ring-modulator (RM) set at a ‘just audible’26 level. When the instruments
are playing, the tape has a rather different role in providing the RM with
frequencies that will interact with the live sounds to produce the characteristic
complex of sum and difference frequencies that typify the process. As stated in the
program note, the tape’s ‘start and stop mark the beginning and end of the piece’:
there is the suggestion here that the work’s duration is ultimately ongoing, with
any given performance being but a momentary glimpse into some infinite sonic
universe. From a transcriptive viewpoint, the all-embracing electronic component
of String Quartet IV can be viewed as a representation of the garden in which the
stones sit. In any case, the acoustic and electronic components of String Quartet IV

26

Performance schematic from the original score.
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have a real interplay, with each heightening the effect of the other: a true
symbiosis. This may not have been achieved without several years of exploratory
studio experience.

Further Aspects of Form

Exton often pre-planned the formal sectional organization of his works prior to the
completion of any specific musical details, and String Quartet IV seems to adhere to
this general approach. While knowledge of Cage’s frequent use of pre-planned
formal subdivision27 can certainly be inferred, Exton had already demonstrated
strong formal concerns in earlier works, though String Quartet IV takes the
concept to new levels: in this work, there is a great deal of thought placed into the
calculation of the ‘empty’ formal sub-divisions, giving the impression that their
subsequent filling-in is something of a fait accompli. Exton’s sketches suggest the
duration of each of the fifteen sections was determined through precise
calculation. In order to easily convert these durations into metre, the work is at an
unwavering sixty crotchet beats-per-minute; thus, the total duration of 5681/2
crotchets equates exactly to the same number of seconds, namely, 9’ 28.5”. This
level of detail may seem excessively precise given the vagaries of live
performance—no click track or timing device is used here—but this was Exton’s
preferred position, and he seems to have applied the same level of detail to largescale calculations as to smaller localized parameters such as pitch, duration,
dynamics, and articulations. It can reasonably be assumed that all musical

27 Cage’s own efforts were likely influenced by earlier examples by Cowell, Crawford-Seeger, et al.,
as well as various non-Western musical practices.
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parameters in this work relate in some way to the proportions of the Temple
garden, despite a record of actual calculations not being kept.

Each of the fifteen brief sections is limited to a maximum of two score pages, and
with the performers all reading from scores, there is a certain inevitability to the
synchronization of page turns—something Exton apparently seized upon when the
work was performed at UWA in 1974.28 Although possibly unintended, this lighthearted theatrical mirroring of the work’s segmented formal design reinforces the
suggestion that the work is a collection of short and largely independent vignettes,
perhaps equally performable in any combination, though this moment-form option
was not pursued by Exton. Had it been so, the work would more accurately mirror
Exton’s much-trumpeted advocacy of indeterminacy, though subsequent works
clearly show he had little intention of allowing the performance to be
unpredictable, preferring instead to keep chance elements well under control,
typically going no further than the composer’s desk.

Although the work is essentially non-developmental, there is an implicit drama
within the ebb and flow of the musical discourse. Dynamics vary widely, with
something of a climax occurring in sections 8 and 9: near the golden section, in
fact.

28 Anecdotal comments from attendees noted the theatrical way the performers (Graham Wood,

Tony Kitchen, John Exton, Jill Cole) handled the page turns. UWA Music Society concert. Octagon
Theatre, UWA, 30 September 1974.
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Final Observations

Despite elements of the work suggesting the contrary, String Quartet IV is largely
the result of serial processes: parameters are quantified, organized according to
over-arching schemes of distribution, then written into the final score with a high
degree of adherence to these pre-compositional plans. The formal elements
initially taken from the Temple garden may have a completely non-musical origin,
but Exton has addressed this by directing his calculations down a path that would
yield satisfactory musical results.

Essentially, String Quartet IV is a musical articulation of Exton’s increasingly
Buddhist philosophy. His active beliefs informed his very specific (though
unwaveringly Western) compositional technique, and the non-developmental and
non-goal-orientated nature of String Quartet IV is perhaps the most obvious result
of this interplay. Exton was about to take an even more significant step in this
direction with his next work, String Quartet V, completed concurrently with String
Quartet IV in September 1972.
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String Quartet V (1972)

There are significant philosophical and procedural differences between Quartets
IV and V. During their concurrent periods of completion Exton had been studying
the I Ching, presumably contemplating ways it could be employed in the
compositional process. It is apparent that Exton had his 'eureka moment' while
working on IV, but persevered with its original intent, saving his I Ching processes
for V and beyond. This will be explained in greater detail shortly.

An Exton I Ching Primer - how he used it
The fact that Cage used only the numbers of the I Ching in his music while
ignoring the complexly nested meanings of the hexagrams is a problem
for some devotees of eastern thought. The fact is, in his modernist, often
abstract, generally non-emotive approach to music, as in his sunny
personality, Cage was not a mystic.29

This quote may well be describing Exton, who was similarly open minded, rational,
and modernist, if not quite as averse to emotive devices as Cage. It is also helpful in
the current discussion in allowing the most labyrinthine aspect of the I Ching—the
Chinese historical/cultural oracular dimension of the text, and how it may be
interpreted—to be largely side-stepped, though this may warrant further
investigation beyond this thesis.30 It appears Exton, like Cage, was primarily
attracted to the rational numeric element of the ancient text which, while
remaining within a defined overarching system of limited variables, allows for a
seemingly open-ended set of possible outcomes.

Kyle Gann, ‘No Escape from Heaven: John Cage as Father Figure’, in D. Nicholls (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to John Cage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p.257.

29

The highly subjective nature of the oracle, and how Exton may have interpreted it—keeping in
mind he left no notes to such effect—is almost entirely speculative and subjective, and further
discussion is of little value to this study.

30
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In addition to much text, publications of the I Ching typically contain an 8x8 matrix,
with each 'cell' showing one of the 64 possible combinations of six solid and/or
broken lines: the so-called hexagrams, or six-lined figures. Each hexagram has its
dedicated accompanying text, offering explanations as to its significance or
possible meaning: i.e. 'conflict', 'dissolution', 'fire', 'enthusiasm', et al. The text goes
into greater detail than these initial designated characteristics, with modern
publications typically devoting several pages to an explanation of each hexagram.
How the texts are interpreted is a personal matter for each user, though this
oracular dimension was not recorded in any of Exton's notes or sketches.

For a user consulting the I Ching, a hexagram must first be chosen through a set of
chance procedures: traditionally, three coins would be thrown simultaneously to
determine each line, starting with the base line. The type of line is determined by
the head/tail (yang/yin) results:

2 heads, 1 tail - a 'Young Yang' broken line:
1 head, 2 tails - a 'Young Yin' solid line:
3 heads - an 'Old Yang' line (moving line):
3 tails - an 'Old Yin' line (moving line):

The three coins would thus be thrown six times to create a hexagram. By way of
illustration, six coin-tosses yielding the following (ignoring for the moment the
'moving lines'):
solid, broken, solid, solid, broken, broken
would be represented graphically as:
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which equates to hexagram 55 in any I Ching text. One possible interpretation of
this result, as used by Exton in Ryoanji, would be to choose the 55th of 64 predetermined pitches at a given point. In another example, this time from String
Quartet VI, all twelve P-Cs are distributed in turn amongst the 64 sections of the
work, with the 55th section being one of several to receive an F sharp.

Table 2. A typical presentation of I Ching hexagrams31

31

While this is a common method of presentation, I Ching sources may have differing orderings
within the grid. Importantly, each hexagram is always numbered the same, irrespective of its place
in the grid: hexagram no.1, for example, is always six solid lines; no.2 always six broken, etc. The
original Chinese was read right to left, and is often numbered according to the octal system: 0-7.
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These examples illustrate the two principal directions Exton's I Ching-determined
outcomes operated:
I Ching-determined form --> to receive allocated details of content
I Ching-determined details --> to be allocated to a given formal section
In other words, top-down and/or bottom-up hierarchies of application, typically
applied simultaneously by Exton.

There is a further aspect of the hexagrams that will receive only a brief mention,
though suffice to say it greatly increases possible outcomes: the complementary
opposites of yin and yang, and their manifestation as 'moving lines'. The concept of
yin and yang reflects the natural world, where opposite states are interdependent
and complementary, and is embraced in the I Ching: rather than a hexagram being
a fixed result, like a number picked from a hat, it may transform into other
hexagrams through the moving line, which allows a line to change to its opposite
state, i.e. solid to broken, or vice versa. Given that moving lines are likely to appear
frequently during multiple coin tosses, a complex web of possible hexagram interrelationships can soon develop. If, in our previous example, the first and sixth lines
were the result of a toss of three heads and three tails respectively, hexagram 55
would be notated:

This allows for a possible change to various other hexagrams—if the user so
desires—by changing the top line, bottom line, both, or neither. This would yield,
respectively, hexagrams: 30, 62, 56, and the original 55. Of course, the user still
107

needs to decide which path to follow, action to pursue, and how steadfast the
adherence to the result.32

It will be seen that Exton aimed to make this whole process pervasive and
completely integrated into normal composing parameters, creating a seamless
system of connectedness not only within a work, but between works of similar
disposition.

Now to return to String Quartet V...

Breakthrough – July 19th, 1972
Divide time of piece into 64 segments, then ask: which segment does (x)
occur in? (x = pitch, register, timbre, duration, envelope, etc.)
E.G. for String Quartets (V onwards), let segment = approx. 5 seconds,
(5/4, 60 (bpm) or less, “movement” = 5 minutes, or less. Therefore, how
many movements make up a “work”? – any number less than 64 is
untidy! – So project 64 movements, each of 64 sections; this is clearly
more than one “work” – so ask, first of all, how many Quartets of 1 (2, 3,
4, etc.) movements do these 64 movements comprise?
Then go for it! The first quartet of this series (Sept. ’72) is No.5 – leaving
No.4 for the “15 Stones” project.
J.E Caen Farm33

This extract forms half of a short note in which Exton's excitement is clearly
evident in having found a means of incorporating the I Ching into the very fabric of
his music at all levels of organization, from the broad formal divisions, to details of
‘segments’ (somewhat equivalent to phrases), right down to specific choices of
One moving line creates 2 hexagrams; two moving lines creates 4; three creates 8; four creates
16, and so on (i.e. doubling of hexagrams with each additional moving line). Therefore, 6 moving
lines would allow for any of the 64 possible hexagrams to be produced.

32

33

This typed note is amongst his sketches for String Quartet V.
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pitch, duration, articulation, et al. Exton is planning for each new composition to
mirror the structure of the I Ching itself, with its 64 hexagrams each giving rise to a
‘movement’, each of which is further divided into 64 sections. He is thinking well
beyond the bounds of a single work here, and he completes his breakthrough note
with plans for these 64 movements to be spread over a total of twenty-one new
string quartets—from V to XXV:
Answer to the first questions:
- of One movement:
- of Two movements:
- of Three movements:
- of Four movements:
- of Five movements:

Four Quartets (V - VIII)
One Quartet (IX)
Seven Quartets (X - XVI)
Eight Quartets (XVII - XXIV)
One Quartet (XXV)34

String Quartet V adheres to this plan, being in one single movement of 64 bars.
Whereas the form of String Quartet IV was dictated numerically by the Ryoanji
garden stones, no such literal metaphors or associations come into play in String
Quartet V: the I Ching—or at least, its numeric system—permeates the structure of
the work and all musical events therein:
Through the work of John Cage, the use of the I Ching in musical
composition has perhaps become most notably associated with what he
calls ‘chance operations’. If so, this is a pity (...) It could be truer to say
that the I Ching is intended to be concerned entirely with connections ...
the book ... can be considered as a hyperstructure which comprises an
infinity of potential relationships. Thus, while every event in the Quartet
No. 5 is located by reference to the I Ching, the music is endowed with a
formal structure – and this is not by ‘chance’ but, quite literally, through
the design of the book itself.35

While this clarification can be accepted as conceptually sound, it does not alter the
fact that Exton tossed coins to determine musical outcomes: this process—but not

34

ibid.

35

John Exton, 'The I Ching and Structure', Studies in Music, no.7(1973): 77
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necessarily the result—will thus remain within the definition of a ‘chance’
operation for the purposes of this thesis.36

Smalley identifies the categories of material to be determined by the I Ching:
Looking at Exton’s String Quartet V ... (his first work to be composed using
this technique), we can see that this material is both limited and carefully
selected, comprising the following categories:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

12 chromatic pitches
6 timbres (con sord., pizzicato, sul pont., sul tasto, col legno,
naturale)
3 dynamic regions (loud, mezzo, soft) with tendencies
(crescendo, diminuendo)
3 tempi (slow, medium, fast) with tendencies (accel., rit.)
4 durations (long, medium, short fermata)
3 registers (high, middle, low)
3 textures (monody, heterophony, homophony)37

While rarely conceding control of the shape of a work to performers, Exton makes
a limited step in this direction in String Quartet V, allowing a flexible duration of
between 8-10 minutes. This is the result of proportional time-space notation, with
the limited number of traditional rhythmic symbols ‘intended to suggest to the
players appropriate rhythmic (but not metrical!) forms. The rest is left to the cooperative interpretation of the performers’.38 Further durational flexibility stems
from the slow but largely continuous overarching accelerando of the first half of
the work, mirrored by the rallentando of the second.

The 'result' is still subject to composer-directed choice in most instances, largely eliminating
notions of randomness or lack of control. Furthermore, all chance-based decisions were notated as
fixed details using conventional scoring practice: the score's chance-based origins are concealed.

36

37

Smalley, p.186.

38

John Exton, ‘String Quartet V’, score published as part of Studies in Music, No.7 (1973).
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Example 20. First five (of 64) segments of String Quartet V, showing the relative
rhythmic and durational parameters. Note also the accel. and rall. indications,
adding further elasticity to an already non-metrical scheme.
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While Exton may have been determined to squeeze the term ‘indeterminate’
somewhere into his exegesis,39 it would be an error to draw parallels with Cage’s
much more radical use of the term. Exton was no doubt aware of the distance he
had moved from the ideals of his mentor, and his use of the words ‘indeterminate’
and ‘chance’ became increasingly rare beyond 1972.

Exton’s controlled use of chance elements works in tandem with his otherwise
traditionally grounded compositional rigour, producing a hybrid that could be
labelled ‘serial aleatoricism’, or something similar. Every element within String
Quartet V is essentially determined by controlled chance procedures, even if this is
somewhat concealed by hexagram coin-toss protocols and general I Ching
mystique. As noted, the ever-musical Exton set carefully considered limits on the
degree to which chance dictated any given parameter, thus leaving the larger
gestural and formal qualities largely as pre-planned, impervious to the chatter of
localized chance-based events. Rather than being opposing strategies, chance and
choice become moving points on a continuum, reflecting the complementary
yin/yang philosophy of the I Ching, in fact. Given Exton's frequent earlier use of
motivic development, String Quartet V retains definite, though perhaps residual,
motivic interplay: more a result of the four voices following a similar path, rather
than a sense of motifs being handed between players for purposes of development.

It is important to note that String Quartet V may be heard simply as a work of
ensemble discourse, with its alternating sustained and repeated short notes
(Example 20) offering unmistakable signposts for any listener. With its concise

39

'... [SQV’s]...somewhat indeterminate rhythm...' in: John Exton, 'The I Ching and Structure', p.77.
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transparent texture, brevity, and narrow range of simple repeating gestures, String
Quartet V is arguably Exton’s most precisely focused statement from the 1970s.

113

Breathing Space for four-channel tape (1972)
Conversation Piece for two voices, male and female (1972)

These two works are dated October 1972, and continue the rich creative vein
Exton tapped during this sabbatical year. Breathing Space is a tape piece, and may
be played alone or with '...other works which may be considered compatible: for
example, Conversation Piece for two voices, which was composed specifically for
this purpose'.40

Breathing Space, for four-channel tape, is meant to be something of an immersive
experience for the audience: at least four loudspeakers should be employed, or
more if possible, placed in one of Exton's suggested surround-sound layouts. The
audience is encouraged to move about freely during the 13’ 20” duration,
conceptually and empirically enacting Exton’s stated views on the essentially
private nature of the contemporary listening experience. Exton writes:
... (Breathing Space) ...is a fantasy based upon the quietest sounds of the
human voice (sighs, whispers, etc.) extended, imitated, and punctuated
by other sounds generated either percussively or electronically. There is
thus developed a complete spectrum of similar quiet sounds, ranging
through the human to the mechanical and the synthetic. This sound
spectrum is continuous, the different classes of sounds merging
imperceptibly into each other.
We live in an environment which is becoming progressively (and
insidiously) more artificial, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to
know whether the sounds that surround us are of genuinely human
origin, or made by semi-human operations on tools or machines, or are
totally synthetic, generated without human intervention at all. This is the
situation which Breathing Space explores. There are no firm landmarks
or points of reference within its sound material and, similarly, the piece
has no definite beginning or end. Time simply flows with the passing
sounds.41
Breathing Space score instructions. The UWA Music Society program note for a performance on
30 September 1974 has both works performed simultaneously.

40

41

John Exton, liner notes for Breathing Space, Canberra School of Music CSM 5 (Canberra, 1989).
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Exton produced a minimally descriptive graphic score for this work, presumably
for his own compositional use, showing in general detail the events recorded on
each of the four original source tapes. Given Exton’s recent I Ching discoveries, it is
hardly surprising to find the score formally divided into 64 divisions, each of which
are either 10 or 15 seconds in duration. It can be assumed the I Ching was used in
determining the type of material to be recorded in each division, given the detailed
notes Exton retained for the composition of Conversation Piece. The divisions are
essentially signposts in the organization of the work, as little sense of formal
division is either apparent, nor intended, upon listening. Given the rather
amorphous sound material employed in Breathing Space, formal concerns are
seemingly less significant as a result.

Conversation Piece is an optional live-performer ‘enhancement’ to Breathing Space,
and may have been written in response to the nature of purely tape-based
performances, with their often dispassionate and non-interactive qualities, and
lack of a visual/dramatic component. Exton scored the work for one male and one
female voice, with the instruction that ‘all sounds in the two vocal parts should be
delivered under the breath (whispered, sighed, hissed, breathed, etc.), at a very
quiet level, close to the microphone; no sounds involving the vocal chords should
be used at all.’42 Trained singers are thus not needed and may in fact be a
hindrance, unless willing to step outside their established vocal practices in a nonself-conscious way. Such vocal extensions were certainly not unheard of at the
time: notably, American singer Cathy Berberian (1925-1983) had made extended

42

Conversation Piece, performance instructions on score.
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vocal techniques very much a part of her style and repertoire,43 becoming quite
famous for it.44

Conversation Piece employs a sound-set of ten vowel sounds (formants), plus
twenty-one consonants. Exton chose to write each voice part over two staves,
providing an easy visual distinction between the vowels (top staff) and consonants
(bottom). The specific nature of this sound material is contrasted by the relatively
free way it is performed, with each utterance notated within an overall time-space
notation, free from rhythmic, durational, and synchronization exactitudes. The
score has the same 64 lapsed-time divisions as Breathing Space, allowing a general
synchronization between voices and tape. The first four divisions (notated as bars)
are reproduced in Example 21.

Fortuitously, Exton retained sketches cataloguing the exact I Ching processes used
for Conversation Piece, and it is thus possible to trace every element of the work to
its pre-determined place, as determined by coin-toss at the pre-compositional
stage. The final score is therefore a presentation of this same material, but in a
form more conducive to musical presentation and performance.

Significant works by composers including Berio, Ligeti, Cage, and Bussotti (et al) had brought
extended vocal techniques into the new music mainstream, and Exton would certainly have been
aware of this.

43

44

Berberian performed at the Perth Concert Hall in March 1980, as part of the Festival of Perth.
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Example 21. First four divisions (notated as bars) of Conversation Piece.

Exton repeated this process for each of the ten vowel sounds and twenty-one
consonants, with each sound then allocated to its respective division(s) within the
work. The 64 divisions outnumber the total vowel/consonant count, so one may
reasonably expect some formal divisions to be silent. This would certainly be the
case if not for the moving lines, which greatly increase the overall number of
hexagrams, hence distribution of sound events. Even so, Exton's I Ching outcomes
did not produce the numbers 4, 29, 40, 58, 59, 60, 62, or 64. Exton drew an 8x8
grid to provide a visual summary of sound distributions, and the cells
corresponding to these numbers are indeed blank. In the score, however, there are
no silent divisions, so Exton clearly chose to override the results of his coin-tosses
when necessary for a better musical result. The fourth division, shown earlier in
Example 21, illustrates this point; it is blank in the sketches, but allocated material
in the male voice line of the score.
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Table 3 shows four of Exton's ten vowel sounds, with the original hexagram for
each presented visually, showing various 'moving lines'. The original hexagram is
listed first in bold print, and where moving lines are present, all possible additional
hexagrams are also listed.45

Table 3. Conversation Piece vowel sounds, with designated sections for each.
VOWELS
1. a (bad)

2. ah (bard)

3. e (bed)

= 14, 1, 43, 34, 9, 5, 26, 11, 13,
49, 30, 55, 37, 63, 22, 36
=8

= 44, 1, 6, 10

4. ē (beed)
= 55, 34, 51, 54, 38, 14, 30, 21
(et al ...10)

Most divisions contain several vocal utterances, and follow the general character
shown in the opening example. Exton's composing task was not simply one of
statistical distribution: ordering, placement, length, articulation, dynamic, and
gender choices still needed to be made for each sound. It is assumed these were
freely composed, though probably with some reference to Breathing Space, with
which Conversation Piece would invariably be performed.

Exton preferred to mark moving lines with a cross on the right side, rather than in the centre of
the line. Also, he makes no distinction between the two types of moving line: the 3 heads 'Old Yang'
[
]; and the 3 tails 'Old Yin' [
].

45
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In making Conversation Piece a vocal work, Exton is essentially expanding upon the
human element already present in Breathing Space. In doing so, he improves the
effectiveness of the larger work by giving it a direct live-performance ambience
otherwise absent from the disembodied abstract sound material emanating from
the loudspeakers alone.

Despite the different medium and sound materials employed, Breathing Space
(with or without Conversation Piece) is, in most respects, conceptually and
aesthetically aligned to Exton’s contemporaneous instrumental works. They all
display a non-developmental discourse that is not so much one of causation, but
rather, of observation: it may do well to repeat part of Exton’s earlier comment
'...time simply flows with the passing sounds’. The sketches for Breathing Space
and Conversation Piece also confirm Exton's intention to incorporate the I Ching
into genres beyond his projected series of string quartets.

Breathing Space (stereo version, and minus Conversation Piece) is one of the few
Exton works—and only electronic work—to have been released on disc.46

46Anthology of Australian Music on Disc, CSM 5 (Canberra: Canberra School of Music, 1989).
Details of the Anthology available from:
http://trove.nla.gov.au/work/13236434?selectedversion=NBD5555111&q&versionId=225818403
Accessed on 30 April 2017.
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Ryoanji for 40 strings and 3 percussionists (1973)

Overview

The musical transcription of the Ryoanji Temple garden in String Quartet IV was
perhaps unfinished business for Exton, with a second and more ambitious attempt
being made, this time incorporating new-found I Ching procedures: Ryoanji was
the result. Some aspects of the earlier work were retained, notably the fifteen
formal divisions, the assigning of specific musical figures to each 'stone', and the
generally detached mood, though Ryoanji is certainly not an orchestration of String
Quartet IV.

Composed in 1972-3, Ryoanji is scored for forty strings and three percussionists,
with the title clearly acknowledging the source of inspiration. It is one of Exton’s
major works, and one of the few to receive a dedicated professional performance
and subsequent ABC recording.47 It is also one of the few works for which Exton
retained comprehensive sketches and notes. Exton’s program note for the studio
recording provides many points pertinent to the analysis of this work:

Ryoanji is a variation-structure which traces in sound the forms and
proportions of a sixteenth century rock garden in Kyoto … (it contains)
fifteen stones set in an area of raked white gravel – no plants, only a
little moss. The stones are grouped irregularly – one cluster of five, two
of three stones each, and two isolated pairs – and are so arranged that
from any one point of view it is impossible to see all fifteen.48
Ryoanji was performed by the West Australian Symphony orchestra, conducted by Verdon
Williams, on 7 February 1974, in the Australian Composers Workshops, held as part of the Festival
of Perth that year (see C. Lake).

47

John Exton, program note for live studio recording of Ryoanji, ABC Studios, Perth, Australia, 7
February 1974.

48
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This will sound familiar to those aware of String Quartet IV, but given the broader
audience for Ryoanji, Exton elaborates on the musical implications of the garden
layout, presenting a summary of formal and localized gestural characteristics with
this quite specific commentary:

The garden is thus both an object of static contemplation, and also,
more fascinatingly perhaps from a musical point of view, a study in
changing perspectives and proportions as the observer slowly changes
his point of view. Since the number fifteen is of particular
importance…the point of reference (moves) around the garden in
fifteen stages. With each move or variation the relative positions and
intensities of the groups appear to change, and also the relationships of
the individual stones within each group. Each stone becomes in this
transcription a characteristic complex sound or chord, and in each
variation these chords regroup into new and denser harmonic
structures…The overall form of the work is therefore that of a slowly
changing kaleidoscope in which the same sounds (or silences) recur in
ever new combinations and juxtapositions.49

Exton concludes with this clarification of intent:
The score does not in any way set out to be an emotional impression of
the atmosphere of the garden…It is a transcription. But in following the
essential forms and proportions of the garden, it may be that something
of its essence is conveyed or recreated.50

Various stages of pre-planning were involved in this work, and much material was
highly organized prior to the final score being commenced. As with String Quartet
V, Exton aimed to utilize the I Ching as much as possible, to the point where
Ryoanji becomes equally a reflection of its compositional processes as much as the
garden that inspired it.

49

ibid.

50

ibid.
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Aspects of Form

Ryoanji is divided into fifteen clearly marked sections (marked A - O) with the
duration of each lying between 22 - 541/2 seconds, with most in the higher end of
this range. Exton produced a chart of calculations to determine the desired section
lengths, ultimately to be notated at a pervasive tempo of 50bpm. This unchanging
slow tempo would, in performance, add an aura of emotional detachment51 to the
work, minimizing conventional notions of tension and release. This, however, is
not to imply that the sections are similar in content; some are clearly more
dynamically and rhythmically intense than others. There is nevertheless a
pervasive impersonal mood to the work consistent with Exton’s aim of presenting
a transcription of an essentially static contemplative space. It is significant that
Exton does not try to conceal the clarity of the work's formal design, with each
section commencing with several silent beats, allowing a short but regular repose.
In addition, each section fades with a diminuendo to ppppp (except at letter F, only
pppp) further signalling the formal divide.

The Transcription Process

As with String Quartet IV, a plan of the garden layout was overlaid with
transparencies that allowed measurements from different viewpoints. These were
directly applied to the dynamics and durations of each of fifteen 'musical stones' in
much the same manner as in String Quartet IV: nearby stones are loud, distant
ones soft, etc., and larger stones are typically given longer durations. This process

51

Perhaps better expressed: 'help avoid an aura of emotional attachment'.
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was repeated for each of the fifteen sections of the work, yielding a constantly
shifting focus upon essentially set objects. This, however, is a generalization, for
Ryoanji displays some localized activity that adds interest, subtlety, and drama to
this otherwise potentially dry process of musical accounting.

The Ryoanji Chords

Pitch material is derived from a set of 64 chromatic pitches, ascending from C
below the bass staff to the second Eb above the treble. Having designated each a
consecutive number, Exton used the I Ching to obtain hexagram numbers (i.e. 164) which in turn appear to have been directly used for pitch selection; hexagram
25 would result in middle C, for example. This process was used to build fifteen
different chords, shown in Figure 11.

The chords demonstrate dense bass-heavy voicings, supporting the assertion that
they were determined by concerns other than the purely aesthetic, which
traditionally would dictate greater spacing in the bass register. Also note the
double bar lines, grouping the chords so as to mirror the physical groupings of the
stones, as shown earlier in Figure 8. The process for choosing the actual density of
each chord is something of a mystery, though they broadly reflect the mass of the
stones; large stone = more notes, etc.. There are exceptions: chord no.12 contains
the greatest density at 16 notes, seemingly at odds with its small geological
counterpart; the converse applies to no.14. Despite these vagaries, it is likely the
actual numbers were determined by chance from a set of limited variables.
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Figure 11. The Ryoanji chords (note: top staff 8va).

The chords, in chronological order, contain this number of notes:
8 8 15 12 6 8 9 10 9 8 8 16 10 8 11 ( total = 146 )
If, within each group of chords, shared pitches from the immediate preceding
chord are not counted, the number of 'new' notes per chord:
8 6 13 7 4 8 9 10 9 8 8 14 10 8 6 'Total = 128!!!'52
Exton may have been pleasantly surprised by this serendipitous number, no doubt
a confirmation of I Ching 'connectedness', here yielding—presumably by chance—
a number double the ubiquitous 64.

52

These additions, plus this comment, are on Exton's Ryoanji chord chart.

124

Rather than modifying the resultant pitch aggregates to better reflect conventional
chordal voicings, Exton clearly accepted the rather turgid results shown in Figure
11, compounded in performance by their almost constant overlapping throughout
the work. Customary string grouping are further sub-divided into twenty-one
independent score lines, mainly to facilitate this chordal overlapping.

In each of the fifteen short sections, each chord appears only once, though
sometimes with an immediate repetition or re-voicing for localized colouristic
purposes. In section A, chords are presented in their original order; by section J
they are largely in retrograde, and by section O they have returned to original
order. Along the way there are many slight variations in order, possibly artistic
license at work adjusting the chords to create a more satisfactory passing sonority.
What is abundantly clear, however, is the overall system of ordering: no I Ching
here, but rather, numeric permutations applied to the ordering of chords rather
than specific P-Cs. Figure 12 shows the rhythmic plan for the opening of the work
(section A), with the first seven chords presented in chronological order. The
previous chord chart needs to be kept in mind, as this current example may
suggest the texture to be much thinner than it actually is. Chords 1 and 6 have an
immediate repetition, slightly overlapping and with altered instrumentation. There
is a general lowering of dynamic levels over the opening five bars, with bar 6 being
silent.
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Figure 12. Ryoanji Section

A
’

‘

rhythmic plan.

Other Characteristics

The drama of the work comes not from the cyclical ordering of the chords, but
rather their respective dynamic levels, durations, timbral colourations, and overall
harmonic densities brought about by layering. These aspects of the work were
most likely produced by reference to the I Ching, and Exton’s sketches support this
general claim. Generally, there is a marked contrast between sections, and a sense
of tension and repose persists despite Exton’s program comments suggesting
otherwise. Exton’s sense of musicianship may well have played a bigger part than
he himself might have liked to admit in reining-in rogue elements of the
compositional process that might otherwise result in ‘unmusical’ gestures. This is
perfectly acceptable and understandable, as he has created his own unique set of
parameters for this work, and this presumably includes the right to alter them at
will. Exton was probably comfortable with the tensions between rigour and
freedom, perhaps a lesson learned from his earlier study with Seiber and
Dallapiccola, with whom he must have discussed such compositional
inevitabilities.

The overall sound of the Ryoanji is typified by long harmonically complex
sustained chords that fade in and out independently, typically overlapping in a
slowly shifting state of flux. Dynamic levels range from ppppp to ffff, enhancing the
analogy of physical proximity. Exton also makes full use of colouristic bowing
styles such as sul ponticello, sul tasto, col legno, pizzicato, as well as harmonics.
Occasionally, repeated pizzicato motifs or very short melodic fragments appear;
points of light in a dense textural haze.
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The Percussion

The three percussionists have a distinct role in this work: ‘…while the strings are
thus tracing the changing positions of the stones themselves, the percussion
sounds are concerned with the spaces between, before, and behind—the raking of
the gravel.’53 These musical ‘gardeners’ are only loosely synchronized with the
strings: whereas the latter are conventionally notated, the percussion parts are
notated in proportional time-space notation, without specific rhythmic or
durational values.

The complete percussion instrument list is as follows:
Perc 1: tenor drum, tambourine, bongos (pair), cymbal (small), gong
(med/small), claves, wood blocks (pair).
Perc 2: tenor drum, bass drum (med/small), bongos (pair), tam tam (large),
gong (med/large), guiro, wood blocks (pair), maracas.
Perc 3: bass drum (large), tambourine, tam tam (med/small), cymbal (large),
guiro, claves, maracas.

The instruments thus belong to the drum, cymbal, and small wooden idiophone
groups. Notably absent are tuned percussion, which presumably would have
interfered with the chordal role of the strings, thus clouding the separation of
strings and percussion in sound and intent.

53

Exton's program note for Ryoanji.
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This separation is revealed in the sketches, where the formal divisions of the work
are clearly laid out, as in Figure 13. The sixty-four smaller percussion sectional
divisions do not generally align with the fifteen larger sections of the work that are
clearly labelled with rehearsal letters, nor is there necessarily a clear change of
instruments or material with each new percussion section. The significance of the
number 64 has already been raised in relation to pitch and the hexagrams, and the
percussion sectional divisions further strengthen the numeric connection to the I
Ching.

Figure 13. Part of the Ryoanji formal scheme showing the relationship between
bars, main formal sections (in bold), and the percussion sections (italics).

Essentially, the percussion can be seen to be independent of the strings, with
synchronous events occurring in a somewhat random manner. The overall austere
‘dry’ percussion component is something of a foil to the sustained and
harmonically dense strings, providing a certain environmental ambience with its
terse scrapes, fidgety rattles, and insectile clicks.
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Further Points

Perhaps with the advantage of a modern-day viewpoint, some questions arise
regarding the success of Ryoanji as a transcription of objects within a physical
space. The lack of timbral variety in the harmonically dense chords—all strings,
despite re-workings of specific instrumentation from chord to chord—often
results in a very homogenized texture, seemingly contrary to the intended
relational discourse of the individual ‘sound stones’. Each specific chord is reorchestrated every time it appears, so a further hurdle exists for any acute listener
attempting to follow their progress. If, for example, woodwind and brass were
included—and each chord remained largely constant in terms of orchestration—
the changing juxtapositions would be much clearer. Even within the existing string
sound-world, Exton has largely ignored the potential for stratification of registers
within the chordal set. He presumably considered many such possibilities, perhaps
intending the changing chordal perspectives to be somewhat clouded, or having no
desire for ‘chord counting’ to be the point of the listening experience.

Somewhat oddly, Exton specifically requests the strings play 'always with a
comfortably warm tone (never neglecting the left hand!)',54 encouraging the
cloaking of the work with a somewhat incongruous Romantic tone. His use of full
chromatic saturation places the pitch aspect of the work firmly in the modernist
camp, though perhaps a lost opportunity for an exploration of wider aspects of
vertical harmonic or spectral structures. A greater concern for timbral colour, for
example, would have arguably been a more convincing transcription tool, though

54Ryoanji

score preface.

130

this is presumably not what Exton wanted, even if consciously considered at the
time. It is quite clear, however, Exton had no intention of making Ryoanji mimic the
actual sound of Eastern music, as nowhere in his music or writings (nor
anecdotally) does he show any enthusiasm for ethnomusicological matters.

Ryoanji undoubtedly presents a rigorously detailed kaleidoscope of shifting
sonorities, mostly in an uncompromisingly systematic way, even if the exact
mechanisms of that system are somewhat opaque to the listener. The moment-tomoment gestures have a drama and life of their own, but little sense of cause and
effect is perceived—nor intended. This could safely be attributed to the ongoing
Zen Buddhist philosophy to which Exton subscribed at the time. Curiously, Exton
makes no specific public references to Zen or the I Ching in the Ryoanji score,
program notes, or extensive performance workshop notes from 1974. This is in
stark contrast to the short but manifesto-like references that accompanied the
appearance of String Quartet V the previous year, suggesting Exton had
internalized these influences, thus not requiring external justification.

More broadly, Exton was breaking away from the historic/determinist imperative
of modernism, perhaps feeling it had served him well but was becoming less
useful. He clearly chose to retain strong elements of organizational rigour, yet
sought new means of expression outside the often cited ‘meta-narratives’55 of
prevailing modernist thought. He was not likely to be reacting against modernism
based on issues of popularity, as he was in no respect writing music of mass
55 Jonathan Kramer, Postmodern Music, Postmodern Listening, pp.61-65. Kramer offers the term
‘totalizing meta-narratives’, and while acknowledging the tautology (can there be a meta-narrative
that is not totalizing?) he argues that the paradigm shift from modernism to postmodernism is
essentially a ‘changing of meta-narratives’ (p.65) rather than a rejection of them.
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appeal. What emerges is a strategy that Exton was to remain closely aligned to for
the rest of his composing days: exploring new possibilities with each new work,
yet retaining an overarching commitment to established ideals of rigour in form,
pitch organization, notational practice, and general presentation. Ryoanji certainly
captures something of the zeitgeist of the times with its clear debt to modernism,
Cage, Zen, and chance, though all articulated within a surprisingly conventional
variation form. In many respects, the essence of Ryoanji is reflected in most of
Exton's later works: despite their variegated surface differences, many underlying
formal, structural, and organizational practices remain surprisingly constant.

A Further Twist: The Ryoanji Temple and the Cage Connection

After visiting the Ryoanji Temple in Kyoto, en route to the UK on his 1972
sabbatical, John Exton and his family drove across the USA, staying briefly in
Albany, N.Y., with electronic music pioneer Joel Chadabe. Chadabe took the Extons
to a concert in which John Cage performed his own works, and Gillian Exton recalls
the two Johns discussing musical matters. While exact details cannot be recalled, it
is certain the subject of the Ryoanji Temple was raised, together with the
transcription concept (this is made even more likely through a possible further
discussion between the two the following day). Keeping in mind the nature of
Exton’s Ryoanji and his earlier String Quartet IV as physical transcriptions of the
garden, it is interesting to note that a decade later, in 1983-5, Cage composed a
Ryoanji56 of his own: similarly based on a physical transcription of the same
garden, replete with Extonesque ‘gardener’ percussion. It may be tempting to claim

56

John Cage, Ryoanji, variable instrumentation, Peters Edition EP 66986b-g.
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Cage guilty of some intellectual impropriety, though the situation is clouded by the
fact that Cage first visited the Temple in 1962, nine years before Exton. The
contemplative nature of the space, with its ancient Zen history and aura, may have
affected both composers in a similar manner, in which case they may have created
their musical responses quite independently, though based on some mutual level
of philosophical and aesthetic empathy. In any case, the two works are vastly
different in nearly all aspects of detail.57

57 Cage's main artistic response to the Ryoanji temple garden was his ongoing series of drawings
exploring the space, which together form his major visual oeuvre.
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String Quartet VI (1975)

This Quartet was completed in January 1975 for the last visit of the
Alberni String Quartet as Artists in Residence (UWA). It has subsequently
been performed at English and European music festivals, recorded and
broadcast by the B.B.C., and was the only ‘Australian’ work selected by
the International Society for Contemporary Music for the 1976 World
Music Days festival in Boston. The work is in a single movement,
predominantly slow and contemplative but with occasional outbursts –
including at one point a stylised imitation of the sound of a didjeridu.
Essentially, the movement develops inwards, becoming progressively
preoccupied with the exploration of its own static harmonic world; the
piece might be regarded as a variation form gradually unfolding aspects
of a single complex chord. The very end is a conscious reference to the
end of Bartok’s sixth and final quartet, also finished in a January...58

Exton's program note reveals many facets of String Quartet VI, though avoids
references to the I Ching, despite sketches clearly showing its fundamental role in
most aspects of the work. It could be assumed that Exton—now several years into
his breakthrough plan of 1972—was comfortable enough in his compositional
procedures to relay more of the surface and gestural characteristics of the work to
the listening public without recourse to overarching philosophical concerns, or to
fussy details of underlying structures that only manifest themselves in
performance in marginal ways.

String Quartet VI gives an impression of refocusing on 'core business' after the
slightly tangential recent works Breathing Space/Conversation Piece and Ryoanji—
that is to say, String Quartet VI has purely musical concerns, with no extra-musical
association or metaphor. This appears to be a characteristic of Exton’s music:
returning to the medium of the string quartet to articulate his most personal and
John Exton’s program note (extract) for a performance of SQVI by the Lindsay String Quartet,
Octagon Theatre, UWA, 21 April 1977. The remainder of the note presents two short Zen tales
offering typically quizzical philosophical anecdotes, though not specifically relating to this work or
to Exton’s music generally.
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focused statements. In this instance, it is the further exploration of the 'serial
aleatoricism'59 succinctly demonstrated three years earlier in String Quartet V. A
pervasive use of I Ching-derived outcomes dominates String Quartet VI, with
overall form, sub-divisions, durations, dynamics, texture, timbre, register, and
pitch all determined to some extent by coin-toss hexagram procedures.

The single movement form of String Quartet VI, and its division into 64 sections,60
was determined in 1972. Other parameters, as listed above, were the more
immediate concern for Exton in 1975. Firstly, each parameter was split into
elements that would lend themselves to the intended distributive processes:

Durations: long, short, faster, slower, pause
Dynamics: louder, softer, pause
Textures: thick, thin
Timbre: tasto, pont., legno, pizz., sord., nat (cancel), non vib.
Registers: high, middle, low
Pitch Classes: all 12
'Auxiliary' P-Cs: all 12

For each of these 44 elements, Exton chose to determine two initial hexagrams; a
laborious process, involving 88 sets of 6 coin-tosses. As one would expect from
such large numbers of tosses, many resultant hexagrams had moving lines, greatly
increasing the number and overall representation of hexagrams across all 44

59

To clarify, this is the author's labelling—not Exton's.

60 In the score, these are essentially 'bar numbers', though varying greatly in length in their nonmesuré presentation.
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elements. In fact, of the 88 initial hexagrams, 76 have moving lines, thus
confirming their significance in the I Ching consultation process. Table 4, showing
only the 'softer' element from the above list, is typical of the overall distribution of
hexagram numbers: the initial hexagrams are shown diagrammatically to indicate
moving lines, with possible permutations then listed.

Table 4. String Quartet VI: example of hexagram usage.

SOFTER

35, 16, 12, 64,
45, 40, 6, 47

3, 17

Although not illustrated here, the pitch 'Ab'—with its two hexagrams receiving two
and five moving lines respectively—has the greatest numeric representation with
a total of thirty-six resultant hexagrams. The pitch 'Bb', having no moving lines,
receives the least with a total of only two.

To make sense of these extensive calculations, Exton produced a large chart61
showing a table of 64 cells, each representing one section of the work, or one
'bar'.62 Each of the above elements was then assigned to whatever cell(s)—hence
bar(s)—the hexagrams dictated, with some receiving much more material than
others. A fragment of this chart is shown in Table 5. A second chart,63 on large

61

Exton titled this chart 'Quartet VI (STAGE 1)'.

All 64 sections are very short as formal divisions, so the term 'bar' is used here as a more suitable
alternative. As the work has no time signatures or metrical structure whatsoever, 'bar' is not
strictly accurate, though it is an acceptable term given the layout of the score.

62

63

Exton titled this chart 'Quartet VI (STAGE 2)'.
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manuscript paper, shows the same information but allows for specific detail of
pitch register.

Table 5. A fragment of Exton's chart showing the opening four (of 64) sections of
String Quartet VI, with the material to be allocated to each.

1.

Short
Sord

D, F, A
[Db]

2.

non vib

Nat. (cancel)

Sord
Ab

Pause

3.

Long
Thick

4.

Pizz.

F, A

B, [Gb]

Softer
Ab [B]

Sord
Low
G

A further pre-compositional task lay in determining the 'single complex chord'
alluded to in the program note. For this, a ‘super-set’ of all 12 P-Cs was produced,
organized so to produce a symmetrical interval pattern, repeating every two
octaves. The interval structure is quite straight forward: rising intervals of 1, 2, 3, 2
semitones, with the pattern then repeating, producing something of a modified
octatonic scale. This way, Exton covers two bases: complete P-C saturation; and
defined registers for P-Cs to de-clutter harmonic space, enhancing the presentation
of his 'single complex chord'. Exton's sketches show a layout of pitch structures
consistent with that just described, but of limited overall tessitura. A complete
presentation of pitch material is shown in Figures 14 and 15, and in Example 22.
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Figure 14. Main pitch structure of String Quartet VI.

Figure 15. Harmonics that extend the main pitch structure.

Example 22. Final notes of violins I and II (viola and 'cello tacet).

Slight inconsistencies of pattern can be seen in the outer extremes of the set: four
notes are 'absent' in the bass (Fig. 14); the upper harmonics are chromatic (Fig
15); also, the closing tritone dyad of C and F# (Example 22) has these two pitches
used for the first time at this register. All this suggests pitch structures to be
somewhat malleable and at the service of Exton—not vice versa.
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The prevailing texture of the work consists of sustained notes, abrupt staccato
chords, and grace-note figures. Additional colouristic devices, such as various
bowing styles, add further variety to this restricted range of materials. Sections
(bars) 14-15, reproduced in Example 23, show typical instances of the above, with
the non-mesuré cut-away score further suggesting the isolation of sound events in
what is essentially a 'fixed' moment-form.

Exton is certainly accurate in his assertion that the work is ‘predominantly slow
and contemplative, but with occasional outbursts’: this, in fact, is a hallmark of the
Exton style throughout the 1970s, with localized musical narrative focusing more
on texture, timbre, and the relationship between seemingly disparate utterances
than on the development of melodic themes or rhythmic motifs.

In his program note, Exton makes a reference to the didjeridu64—somewhat
surprisingly, given his disinterest in things ethnomusicological. In fact, the musical
reference is entirely within the parametric limits of the work, and is not at all
incongruous or tokenistic. There are several instances, though it is more of a
localised, transient, and colouristic gesture that so happens to be suggestive of the
didjeridu, with the musical discourse then moving on. A similar situation is
presented at the end of the work, where Exton specifically alludes, in his program
note, to the finale of Bartok’s Sixth String Quartet. In fact, very little common
ground is shared between the two finales, save for Bartok’s last utterance of
quietly sustained perfect fifths, to Exton’s tritones. Also, Bartok’s memorable
closing pizzicato ‘cello part has no equivalent in the Exton.

64

refer to bars 31-33; also 44-47.
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The concept of ‘gradually unfolding aspects of a single complex chord’ is very
suggestive of that most famous of one-chord pieces: Stockhausen’s Stimmung
(1968), with which Exton was undoubtedly familiar, having heard it performed in
London in 1972. 65 The trail, however, quickly runs dry for those seeking
similarities: Exton’s ‘one chord’ is comprised of nearly forty discrete pitches (to
Stockhausen’s six), encompasses all 12 pitch-classes, and is totally devoid of the
speech/vocal parameters at the very core of Stimmung. It is quite possible,
nonetheless, that in the articulation of a single static harmonic field—extensive as
it is—Exton saw a way of unifying organisational aspects of pitch as surely as the I
Ching had helped him unify form and content.

Exton gives the impression of being happy with String Quartet VI: his program
comments convey a level of contentedness with the work’s local and global
structures and with its stated references—nebulous as they may be. While not
quite the model of brevity exemplified by String Quartet V, it remains, at circa
eleven minutes, a compact work with a clear character and sense of design. String
Quartet VI is undoubtedly one of Exton's more successful works, if international
performances and ISCM endorsement are any measure.

The Exton Archive contains a program for the London Round House performance of
Stockhausen’s Stimmung on 22 November 1972. Both John and Gillian Exton attended.

65

140

141

Example 23. String Quartet VI: sections (bars) 14 and 15.

Give or Take a Few db (Five Pieces for Pianist) (1975)

Written for (the presently indisposed) David Bollard66 in December 1975
these five pieces form a continuous chain in which, as the chain
progresses, elements of the earlier pieces are constantly recapitulated
and recycled, thus unfolding an increasingly complex web of crossreferences. However, lest this should sound elaborately contrived, the
pieces were written quite quickly—within the space of a few days—and
are intentionally light, delicate, and somewhat improvisatory in nature
(hence the description ‘for pianist’).67

The work’s five short movements are separated by the briefest of pauses which,
when combined with frequent silences within each section, subvert notions of
formal rigidity, thus giving rise to the ‘continuous chain’ alluded to in the above
quote. While the texture is transparent, the frequent use of sustained yet
overlapping dyads produces a richer harmonic aura than the score may, at first,
suggest. The work has little momentum, though localized grace-note flourishes and
sudden dynamic extremes are frequent, giving the work some immediacy of
dramatic intent, almost an extension of String Quartet VI in being 'predominantly
slow and contemplative but with occasional outbursts'.68 The opening of the work,
showing the first nine sections, is reproduced in Example 24.

Exton’s sketches provide a clear picture of the work’s general pitch organization
and formal plan, though other details, such as overall dynamics and register, are
also calculated. Localized details, such as grace-notes, dynamics, and tempo
concerns, seem to be composed freely. Exton—still very much following his
Bollard faced health issues at the time, with the work’s premiere given instead by Roger Smalley
in Perth, March 1976.

66

67

John Exton, program note for Give or Take a Few db.

68

Extract from Exton’s program note for String Quartet VI.
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established method of using the I Ching—divides the work into 64 sections, here
best described as ‘gestures’, with the earlier being single notes or dyads, and those
towards the end of the work being more akin to phrases. The 64 gestures are not
distributed evenly throughout the five movements of the work: most are in the
first movement (31), but as the work progresses and gestures become longer,
there are less of them in each movement (the fifth containing only 2).69

The predominant pitches in each of the 64 gestures were determined by
hexagram,70 though Exton seems to have nevertheless ensured his typically
complete roll-call of P-Cs. Some—particularly Ab—appear far more frequently
than others, such as the rarely-used Eb. The Ab (G# in the sketches) is mostly
featured in the same register, atop the treble staff, providing a bell-like anchor to
the otherwise Webernian pitch distribution. Table 6 reproduces Exton’s 64-cell
table of the sectional organization of this work. The main pitch class, dynamic, and
register choices are shown, with each cell equating to a ‘gesture’ in the score, as
described. The first nine sections can be compared to the score example, showing a
close correlation between the plan and the completed work.

Further comments on this work appear in the following discussion of Or Leave Me
Some.

69 The movements thus contain these respective numbers of ‘gestures’: 31, 19, 6, 6, 2. Loosely, a
reversed Fibonacci-type or exponential series, possibly determined by chance to some degree,
though nevertheless adding to 64.
70 The sketches contain some scribbled head/tail tallies, though material of this kind was most
likely discarded once each count was completed.
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Example 24. The opening of Give or Take a Few db.
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Table 6. Give or Take a Few db: table of sectional organization.

1
Bb
forte
mid

2
C# F G#
piano

3
F G# B

4
G#
low

5
C B

6
G#

7
G#
piano
low

8
F G#

9

10
G#
forte

11
C B
low

12
G#

13
E
mid

14
mid

15
C# D
piano

16
F G#
piano

17
F G# B

18
low

19
G# B
low

20
F# G#

21
G#

22

23
G#

24
C# F G# B

25
G#

26
low

27
G#

28

29
G G#

30
E
mid

31

32
Section
A
piano

33
mid

34
C B

35
G#

36
C# B
high

37

38
G#

39

40
G#
piano

41
G#
low

42
G#

43
C B
forte

44
Eb
mid

45
F G#

47
G G#

48

49
E B

50
Section
mid

51
F G# B

52
D Bb

53
F# Bb

46
A
piano
low
54
G# B

55
E B

56
Section
D Bb
mid

57
F#

58
G# B
forte

59
F# G#

60
G# B

61
G#

62
Section
D
piano

63
B

64
G#
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Or Leave Me Some for viola and piano (1976)

This work’s curious title reflects its nature as a reworking of Give or Take a Few db:
six months after completing Give or Take, Exton added a viola part without making
any changes to the existing piano part. This ‘new’ piece—Or Leave Me Some—only
exists as a sketched viola part added to a photocopy of the solo piano of Give or
Take a Few db (see Example 25). Sketches suggest that Exton planned both works
from the outset, as pitch and register parameters for both works are written on the
same piece of paper. Unlike Give or Take, Exton left no written program note for Or
Leave Me Some, and it is not clear whether he intended both works to be
independent or presented as a pair.

The gently free-flowing improvisatory nature of the piano, with its many pauses
and sustained notes, easily allows for the addition of an extra melodic line without
the latter appearing an afterthought or intrusion into the texture. At a modest
duration of five minutes each, both works could be easily and effectively played
consecutively, or certainly within the same program.71

The significant analytical feature of these two works is the systematic adoption of
the same I Ching procedures as used in all works since String Quartet V, showing
Exton extending his 1972 plan beyond its initial application to the string quartet
genre. Much of the analytical detail outlined in the earlier discussion of Give or

An ABC studio recording of Or Leave Me Some, played by John Exton and Roger Smalley, is
included in the available recordings. This was compiled in 2016 by this author from various 'takes'
of the work, recorded on 24 June 1976. Recording courtesy of the ABC.
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Take is equally applicable to the viola addition of Or Leave Me Some, save for
necessary adjustments for instrumental idiosyncrasies.

Example 25. The opening of Or Leave Me Some.
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Bamboo Shoots for oboe, violin, viola, and ‘cello (1977)

In 1976, the English oboe virtuoso Janet Craxton—at the time visiting Perth with
the London Sinfonietta and already familiar with Exton's Three Pieces for oboe
solo—approached Exton about the possibility of composing a further work for the
instrument, though this time with strings to suit the line-up of the London Oboe
Quartet. The resultant Bamboo Shoots received its northern hemisphere première
by that group late in 1977, though the actual première was in Perth several months
earlier, with oboist Jiri Tancibudek. Exton acknowledges the many years between
these two oboe works: ‘since a composer (with any luck!) changes a good deal in
twenty-or-so years the problem was to re-adjust one’s newer ideas to a set of
sounds comparatively long forsaken.’72

Bamboo Shoots73 is a single movement work which, within its 18min duration,
features various combinations of the four instruments employed. There is a
concertante aspect to the work, largely unavoidable given the timbral contrasts
between oboe and strings, but further reinforced by the declamatory opening
‘cadenza’ from the oboe. Exton further explains the dramatic discourse and
broader formal aspects of the work:
I ... adopt a formal framework in which very free cadenzas for the oboist,
representing the greatest mobility, are interspersed with string
interludes which are as static as possible. During the development of the
work, however, two things happen: one is that the oboist, who has begun
with a wild and disjointed searching of the extremes of the instrument’s
range, is gradually and progressively calmed down by the strings; the
72

John Exton, extract from program note for Bamboo Shoots UWA performance, 1977.

The early version of the score used by oboist Jiri Tancibudek, dated February 1977, is titled
Quartet, and makes no mention of ‘Bamboo Shoots’, suggesting the latter was something of a late
addition by Exton. The program notes for the first performance some months later, however,
clearly state Bamboo Shoots as the main title.

73
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other is that the string players are gradually roused by the dominant
activity of the oboe, and one by one in descending order of pitch join the
oboe in the re-cycling of the cadenza passages.74

Exton—often keen to make connections be they of a musical character or
otherwise—points to similarities of process in the slow movement of Beethoven’s
4th Piano Concerto ‘except that the roles are reversed—here it is the soloist that is
gradually calmed by the tutti’, and to the second law of thermodynamics ‘whereby
all processes and interactions tend towards a state of rest and peace’.75 Exton
closes his program note with a clarification that the title ‘is simply intended to
reflect both the organic nature of the principal sound generator and also the
relative freedom and informality of the sound textures’.76

The work is in seven broad sections, with Exton’s formal plan reproduced in Table
7. The compartmental impression given by this plan is, in fact, undermined
through the merging or overlapping of sections, and with many of the more abrupt
pauses in the work occurring within sections rather than between. Also, the
opening 'oboe' section, for example, starts and finishes with the strings playing a
quietly sustained drone (perfect fourths Bb and Eb, spanning middle C), with the
following 'trio' emerging once the oboe rests. Exton’s formal plan was no doubt
intended for his own compositional reference, and merely highlights the
predominant instrumental character of each section. This is consistent with
Exton’s demonstrated approach to form, with very few works having clearly

74

John Exton, program note for Bamboo Shoots.

75

ibid.

76

ibid.
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audible sectional divisions; given his typically horizontal textures, linear elements
are generally not conducive to abrupt vertical block contrasts.

Table 7. Exton’s formal scheme for Bamboo Shoots.

I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

oboe

str. trio

oboe +
violin

str. trio

oboe +
violin +
viola

str. trio

oboe +
str. trio

The trio sections are shorter than those with oboe, serving as periods of contrast
or repose while giving the oboe breathing space from its central role in the texture.
The accretion of instrumental forces suggested in the formal scheme implies some
final climax, though the opposite is the case: the final section is an extended
diminuendo, with its gentle sustained notes fading slowly to silence. Although not
reaching the soloistic extravagance of his wind quintet, Bamboo Shoots shows a
resurgence of melodic concerns, due largely (as with Quintet) to the inclusion of a
woodwind instrument. While not offering the sweeping arch-like melodic gestures
of a neo-Romantic, Exton packs a lot of drama into the opening cadenza-like oboe
solo, partly reproduced in Example 26 (this example omits the quietly sustained
string drone mentioned earlier). Throughout the work, the strings are generally
more subdued than the oboe, though section III (the dramatic climax of Bamboo
Shoots) sees the violin sparring with the oboe in an argumentative and tersely
delivered duet, the last part of which is shown in Example 27.
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Example 26. First part of Bamboo Shoots opening oboe solo (omitted from this example: string

drone )
’

‘
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Example 27. Bamboo Shoots section III duet.

Exton may have had the fixed pitch concerns of String Quartet VI still fresh in his
mind when composing this work: aspects of this concept are to be found in several
works from the late 1970s, including Bamboo Shoots. His sketchbook for this work
contains several 12-note ‘rows’, the most significant one of which is reproduced in
Figure 16. Neatly spanning the tessitura of the oboe,77 this structure consists of
two interlocking collectives of perfect fourths and fifths, together accounting for all
P-Cs. Exton’s decision to sketch his pitch choices as 12-note rows may imply
attendant serial treatment of pitch in the work, but this is not the case. His
sketches also show detailed I Ching calculations for the distribution of pitches
within each section, so the initial ‘rows’ should be viewed as fixed register pitch
‘collectives’ with no internal fixed note ordering. While the specific pitches shown
in Figure 16 form the bulk of the pitch material for the entire oboe part, there are
exceptions, primarily restricted to occasional grace note figures or isolated
sustained notes (for example, the opening grace notes in Example 26). Despite the
prominence of fourths and fifths in the initial 12-note collective, these intervals
and the groupings suggested in Figure 16 are generally avoided: preference going
instead to just about everything else, especially Webernian semitones, seconds,
tritones, and sevenths.

The strings use pitch material in a similar manner to the oboe, and while some
intervallically related secondary rows expand the pitch palette, the score
frequently sees the strings using the same (largely) fixed-register pitches as the
oboe. Presumably, the oboe dictated the initial pitch/register choices, with the
strings then referencing this material, though with some flexibility; the lower
77 The 'top A' was the topic of some correspondence from Tancibudek, who highlighted the caveats
of using this note on the oboe. Letters to Exton from Tancibudek, dated 25 October 1976, and 14
February 1977.
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tessituras of the viola and 'cello would explain their use of notes outside the range
shown in Figure 16.

Figure 16. Bamboo Shoots principal 12-note ‘row’, or pitch collective.

Gillian Exton recalls how her husband, in his earliest I Ching pieces, was rather
strict in accepting the results of chance procedures, as if not to do so was a
transgression of sorts. After several years, he came to accept the I Ching edicts as
suggestive rather than mandatory, with an increasing sense of artistic license.
Certainly, the quickly-composed piano piece Give or Take a Few db fits this
description, and Bamboo Shoots—despite the demands of an ensemble score—
arguably gives a similar impression. This could be summarized as an intention to
convey a sense of localized musical interplay, independent of any overriding
philosophical or organizational rigour that may be present. To invoke the
vernacular, Bamboo Shoots could be described as an ‘expressive’ piece; a term less
likely to be bestowed upon Exton’s more uncompromisingly austere works from
1972-3. Incidentally, Bamboo Shoots and the much earlier Fantasy for violin and
piano (1962), were apparently the only works for which Exton received a
commission.78

Letter to Exton from the Australia Council (dated 17 January 1978), acknowledging Exton’s
contract with the London Oboe Quartet for Bamboo Shoots. Fantasy is dedicated to violinist Sydney
Humphreys and pianist Philip Ledger, one or both of who commissioned the work. No further
details are known.

78
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String Quartet VII (1979)

It is unclear in which year Exton commenced String Quartet VII, though the
finished score is dated March-September 1979. In his own list of acknowledged
works, Exton dates it from 1975, so it was likely in some preliminary state at this
earlier time. The later date of 1979 confirms it as being ‘officially’ composed during
Exton’s second UK sabbatical from UWA, while simultaneously working on String
Quartet VIII.

String Quartet VII develops several ideas from earlier works, but taken to new
levels, both technically and conceptually. The most striking aspect of the work is
the way in which the live quartet is 'extended' through the simultaneous playback
of two stereo tapes79 containing pre-recorded string material that is, respectively,
too slow and too fast for normal performance. The live performers are essentially
intermediaries ‘… (representing) the mean around which a reasonable range of
human improvisation can exist ...’.80

'Tape A’ contains six related 6-note chords that are artificially extended past the
normal bowing length. The method of time-stretching was primitive in this precomputer work, involving delay lines and tape feedback to achieve the desired
result. Tape A does not sound continuously throughout the work, instead
appearing at certain significant structural points. 'Tape B', by way of contrast, is

79 As noted in the earlier discussion of Exton’s electronic music, String Quartet VII was his last foray
into any non-acoustic idiom.
80 John Exton, program note for String Quartet VII, UWA Music Society: A Programme of Australian
Composers, Callaway Auditorium, UWA, 6 July 1980.
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continuous, providing ‘the determining structural element of the work’.81 Tape B
consists entirely of a moto perpetuo of extremely rapid pizzicato notes, all
originally recorded at normal speed by Exton on viola. Exton’s source tapes were
subsequently cut into 1/10th sec. lengths, and in a painstaking tape-splicing
enterprise, re-assembled into a single master tape with the assistance of UWA
studio technician, David Edwards. The result is a relentless hyperactive stream of
notes that, while clearly from a familiar instrument, crosses into a world of
mechanized sound production. There is another dimension to this process, no
better explained than by Exton himself:
The twelve pitch levels are recorded in fast-repeated pizzicato... cut into
lengths...and spliced in the required sequence, with blank tape for rests.
It will be seen that, by this method, not all the 1/10th lengths of ‘note’
will contain the pizzicato transient; some will contain only the rapid
die-away or simply the background reverberation of the instrument.
Also, the pizzicato transient, where present, may appear at any moment
during the tenth-second ‘note’. This method thus produces a random
sequence of accents and dynamics which is impossible to transcribe in
this score but which is nonetheless considered an essential feature of
the work.82

The live quartet—simply unable to replicate, let alone exceed, the superhuman
tapes—is somewhat freed of the demands of virtuosity and can thus assume its
intended role as intermediary between the recorded extremes. The live parts are
‘improvisatory in character’, with a ‘certain flexibility’83 written into each to
minimize the need for absolute synchronization between live and taped elements.
The four players rarely share a unison attack, though often pace each other in
gesture, with shared motifs and colouristic nuances frequently passed from one to
another. This freely-unfolding counterpoint creates a middle ground of discursive
81

John Exton, String Quartet VII score preface.

82

ibid.

83

ibid.
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musical interplay: a much-needed human dimension to offset the glacial Tape A
and mechanistic Tape B.

In the previous quote, Exton refers to the 'twelve pitch levels' of Tape B, hinting at
the fixed register placement of each P-C, shown in Figure 17. As with the ‘row’ of
Bamboo Shoots, seen in isolation this can be misleading in as much as it implies
serial treatments and orderings of pitch. Like Bamboo Shoots, it is in fact a
collective of ‘pitch levels’, and Exton’s penchant for including a single instance of
each P-C naturally limits the total to twelve.

Figure 17. String Quartet VII. All 12 P-Cs, with fixed registers.

The relationship between the two seemingly dichotomous tape parts becomes
clear once the Tape A chords are laid bare, as in Figure 18: they are formed from
the same fixed-register pitch material as Tape B.

Figure 18. Tape ‘A’ chords.84

84

The first chord is initially a triad, with the complimentary triad added a few seconds later.
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The pitch material for the live quartet reveals further commonality between the
work's component parts: the live instruments are also restricted to the same set of
twelve fixed-register pitches. Example 28—highly typical of the entire work—
shows the commencement of the second suspended chord in Tape A, the moto
perpetuo nature of Tape B, and the more 'human' expressive interplay of the live
quartet.

With its fixed pitch levels, String Quartet VII is essentially building on the idea at
the heart of String Quartet VI; the articulation of a static harmonic field. Pitch
concerns are largely side-stepped, at least once the initial pitch levels are
established. Instead, attention is directed towards the interplay of extreme
durations v.s. normal phrases, and randomized attack transients v.s. standard
articulations, for example.

No sketches appear to have been kept for this work, and only the original score
exists. Performers would have read from the score, given the need to constantly
reference each other as well as the notated tape part. Formally, the work is in one
continuous movement, showing Exton remaining true to his plan from 1972, which
dictated such formal details. Certain important structural points are acknowledged
in the score preface, and these typically coincide with pitch and/or dynamic shifts
in the taped material. The largely relentless Tape B precludes major changes in the
mood of the work, as if the musical light and shade is being obscured by some
impassable grid, as it were.
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It is worth noting that, from an analytical perspective, no definitive evidence of the
use of the I Ching is to be found in this work beyond its pre-determined singlemovement form. It is, however, suggested here that it was most likely used,
considering that String Quartet VIII (composed concurrently) most definitely does
use the I Ching. The lack of sketches for String Quartet VII leads to this uncertainty,
though the experience of the work from a listener’s perspective is in no way
diminished by this procedural ambiguity.

In 1980, Exton presented a performance of the tape-only components of the work
at UWA, for which he offered the title The Fastest Viola in the West, with ‘String
Quartet VII’ in parenthesis. Presumably, the work was composed with this
eventuality in mind, providing a practical way to present the core ideas of the work
without the need for a live quartet. The combination of both tapes playing
together—even given the technical limitations of tape-splicing and pre-computer
time-stretching—is quite an arresting experience, though oddly mechanistic and
intrusive, given the overall subtlety of Exton’s oeuvre. For reasons unknown, Exton
did not pursue the path down which String Quartet VII seemed to be headed,85 and
he made no further foray into any non-acoustic genre.

85 Two hypotheses can nevertheless be offered for the cul-de-sac nature of String Quartet VII:
Exton's post-1972 rejection of electronic processes in his own music, leaving this work as a
throwback to these earlier concerns; and/or, the critically acclaimed 'live performer plus tape'
works of UWA colleague Roger Smalley from this time (Echo II and III, both from 1978). Exton may
have felt Smalley's foray into this medium to be the more successful, and changed focus
accordingly.
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Example 28. String Quartet VII: bars 51-53.

String Quartet VIII (1979)

Exton completed String Quartet VIII in May-July 1979, midway through the
completion of String Quartet VII (March-September). This suggests the newer
work worthy of its own presentation rather than being subsumed in the current
work-in-progress: a similar situation to quartets IV and V. Although Exton left no
explanatory program note, surviving sketches provide an insight into the structure
and likely aesthetic intent of the work.

String Quartet VIII is a short single-movement work, becoming by default the last
instalment in Exton's grand plan from 1972. Essentially, the work displays some
clear traits: a highly-integrated use of the I Ching as a structural determinant; a
static harmonic field of fixed pitch registers; a hierarchical implementation of note
duration and rest values that intentionally subvert metre; and a continuous
increase in the velocity of musical activity.

The I Ching has been used for two, by now typical, purposes: to establish the
overall form, with its 64 sections; and to dictate the material to be placed within
each. Exton used the number 64 in all his I Ching works, and String Quartet VIII
continues this trend. This formality, however, is not apparent, even from the score,
until one is made aware of how each section is ‘counted’. In this work, a section
equates to a very short musical phrase or a single group silence, all governed by a
‘(graded) hierarchy of...note lengths...commas and pauses’.86 By means of Exton’s
subsequent coin-tossing—for which there is no actual record—28 of the 64

86

John Exton, score preface for ‘String Quartet VIII’.
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sections are silent. Table 8 is a reproduction of Exton’s formal plan for String
Quartet VIII. The blank sections are notated as pauses in the score, with the
remainder indicating P-Cs that feature in each section. This is not a comprehensive
catalogue of utilized pitches; merely a guide to the more significant within each
section. Pitch aspects of the work will be discussed in more detail shortly.

Table 8: Exton’s formal plan for String Quartet VIII.

1

2
<---->
Bb
A

3

4
---->
F#

5

6
<---F#

7
---->
Bb

8

9

10
<---G#
D

11
---->
Bb

12

13

14

15
<---E
Bb

17

18
<---F#

19
---->
Bb

20

21
<---A
D

22
---->
G

23
<---A

16
---->
D#
C
A
24
---->
Bb
A

25
<---D

26

27
---->
A

28

29

30
<---G

31

32

33
---->
C#

34

36
---->
Bb

37

38
<---D

39
---->
E

40
<---C

41

42

35
<---F
C
A
43

44
---->
F#

45
<---D#

46
---->
Bb

47

48

49
<---B

50
---->
F#

51
<---A

52
---->
E
G

53
<---E

54

55
---->
B

56
<---F
G

57
---->
F#

58

59
<---F#

60

61

62

63

64
---->
F#
C
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Example 29 shows the opening six sections, with the silent pauses included in the
section count (cf. Table 8).

Example 29. Opening six sections of String Quartet VIII.

163

The duration of the work is somewhat flexible due to the type of notational
conventions employed. In this respect, Exton has re-visited his earlier String
Quartet V, with its proportional non-mesuré time-space notation completely
subverting notions of metre (at least in theory, as performers often ‘nod’ their way
through such works in the quest for a unified measurement of time).

As with String Quartet V, String Quartet VIII presents a long-range accelerando
over the relative time-space notation, which in this case is not balanced with a
rallentando later in the work, as may be expected. In fact, String Quartet VIII
maintains a constant increase in velocity throughout, with the final prestissimo
(Example 30) leading to frenetic ensemble interplay, albeit at increasingly quiet
dynamic levels. The end of the work seems to reference the tape-splice mania of
String Quartet VII, but as there is no electronic component, the effect is much less
mechanistic.

As with form, pitch has—to a limited extent—been determined by the I Ching,
though little is to be gained through blanket observations of Exton’s simple use of
it. Of much greater importance are the shades and nuances of its employment, with
Exton ranging across a continuum of degrees of adherence, depending upon the
circumstances within each work. In String Quartet VIII, Exton employs a
symmetrical 12-note collective, produced through alternating ascending intervals
of 7, then 3, semitones. This produces a full set of 12 P-Cs without duplications,
spanning just short of five octaves. The wide tessitura is significant, as each P-C
always appears in its original register, as per Figure 19. While harking back to the
‘one chord’ aspect of quartets VI and VII, Exton may also have had in mind an older
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and more celebrated precedent: the exposition of the first movement of Webern’s
Symphony Opus 21, with its serialized register of pitch. String Quartet VIII shares
with the Webern the same lowest-sounding ‘fundamental’ plus an overall (though
different) intervallic symmetry, but there is little common ground otherwise. The
symmetry of Exton's row negates suggestions that it was determined through cointoss. Sketches show Exton initially devising a handful of similarly symmetrical
structures, before deciding to use only the one shown in Figure 19.

Figure 19. String Quartet VIII; symmetrical pitch collective with instrumental
designations.

The wide tessitura is intentional, allowing for suitable division amongst the four
instruments, each with seven notes appropriate for its register. The score contains
no deviations from the designated register for each P-C, though some flexibility is
allowed in the designation of pitch to instrument—the sharing of the high B
harmonic between both violins being a case in point. But what of the I Ching and its
role in pitch selection? This appears to have been limited to the distribution of
some pitch material amongst the 64 sections, as suggested by Table 8.
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Despite obvious differences between quartets VI, VII, and VIII, each appears to be
attempting to sidestep the historicism of the semitonal system while remaining
firmly within it: although being unable to shake off harmonic relationships
redolent of historical models, Exton is choosing to explore various static harmonic
spaces that arguably minimize the perception of melodic/harmonic causation and
development. His overall commitment to P-C saturation seems unwavering, yet he
has clearly moved away from systemic P-C rotations that typify standard serial
processes. At the same time, he seems unwilling to relinquish a sense of drama in
his works: contrasts and interplays are never far away, as if a sense of
expressiveness must remain as a stamp of musical worth.
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Example 30. String Quartet VIII: the start of the final Prestissimo.

1970s Postscript: Two Incomplete Orchestral Works (1979/80?)

The Exton Archive contains only a handful of incomplete works, or sketches
unrelated to completed works. It is not known if Exton purged his collection at
some point, disposing of such material if no longer relevant. Fortuitously, two
incomplete orchestral works have been retained which together cast a fresh light
on the latter part of Exton’s oeuvre. Both works are from Exton’s ‘post-I Ching’
period (i.e. 1979 or later), and both show directness of musical discourse and
composer intention largely absent from the works of the preceding decade.
Furthermore, the works’ projected scope and scoring complexity would have made
them significant additions to Exton’s catalogue had they been completed, and for
this reason they are included in the current discussion. The works are: Three Love
Songs After Michelangelo (1979-); and an untitled 14-bar sketch, probably also
from 1979-80, which for the purposes of this thesis shall be titled Fragment. A
sample-based computer sequenced recording of Fragment has been produced by
this author, with further details provided in the discussion of the work.
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Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo for orchestra (1979 - incomplete)

Of its projected three movements, only the first was completed to any significant
degree: the second movement is limited to a single brass chord in the first
measure, and while the third movement is approximately 10% completed, this is at
the very end, indicating Exton’s clear intentions regarding the work’s overall
conclusion. Despite the title, the work is entirely instrumental, although it is
formally and structurally aligned to three poems by Michaelangelo Buonarotti
(1475-1564)—better known, of course, for his talents as a painter and sculptor.

Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo had a surprisingly long gestation; Gillian
Exton still possesses a book of Michaelangelo poems purchased in Italy in 1956,
with the three chosen poems displaying pencil markings from the time. John Exton
had been urged by Dallapiccola (with whom he was studying in 1956) to write
more vocal music, and the purchase of the book may have been with this end in
mind. The three short poems are re-typed on King’s College notepaper (dating this
sketch to Exton’s return to Cambridge from Florence), with pencil markings
highlighting the poems’ syllabic structures. A pencilled 12-note row, with three
complementary BACH-motif tetrachords, completes the page.

Exton had apparently intended to set the poems from his first encounters with
them in 1956, but at the time felt his technique inadequate to achieve his vision for
the work. After the initial sketches of 1956-7, Exton put the work aside for many
years. The work’s resurgence is signalled by, of all things, an ocean-liner laundry
price-list, on the back of which are the scribbled beginnings of Exton’s renewed
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vision for the work. This sketch has been confirmed by Gillian Exton as being from
the second sabbatical from UWA in 1979, travelling by ocean liner from Perth to
the UK and vice versa. When work resumed on this piece in 1979, Exton chose
expanded pitch structures in preference to the earlier, and by then rather quaint,
Webernian 12-note techniques. These later sketches are clearly more suitable to
the demands of the work and demonstrably more in line with Exton’s thinking at
the time, given his creative maturation during the intervening twenty-plus years.

The reason for choosing the poems of Michaelangelo over those of a more wellknown poet was most likely Exton’s presumed awareness of Dallapiccola’s own
efforts in this vein: the three sets of Coro di Michelangelo Bounorroti il Giovane
from 1933-36. Exton’s work could thus be viewed as his homage to Dallapiccola, or
perhaps by extension, to his memories of the whole Italian experience. Exton’s
work differs immensely from Dallapiccola’s choral-based works from forty years
earlier, not least in being purely instrumental, though it does fit the pattern Exton
displays in relation to most of his influences: he ‘tips his hat’, then walks his own
path, as it were.

As with all of Exton’s works from the 1970s, pre-compositional sketches are
similarly present for Three Love Songs. Exton retained extensive though somewhat
chaotic sketches for this work that do not always present an accurate indication of
the surviving score, incomplete as it is. What is notable, however, is the minute
planning Exton put into the organization of Three Love Songs from the formal level
down to the specific rhythmic and pitch-related structures. The completion of the
final score seems to have become, essentially, a process of collating the already
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existent planned material, with a suitable amount of localized ‘fleshing-out’ for
matters of musical continuity.

The instrumentation of Three Love Songs is largely orchestral strings, with the
brass and some metallic percussion expanding the palette in the second and third
movements. The first movement is for strings only, but with the addition of a single
timpani intoning an insistent G natural, signalling a rhythmic process at work
(explained shortly). The strings are extensively divisi, with single desks being the
biggest grouping, and much of the writing has the string section in solo parts.

Form

Not surprisingly, the choice of three poems explains the work’s three discrete
movements. The length of each is dictated by the number 987, taken from the
Fibonacci series87 (Figure 20a), here manifesting itself as the total number of
quavers (in movements 1 and 2) or crotchets (movement 3) spanning the duration
of each. Different tempo markings and beat units subvert the unity of this guiding
number, but Exton displays, in the largely-completed first movement, his intention
to adhere to this formula. Exton had previously demonstrated his penchant for
numerically-derived formal schemes, especially in the I Ching works already
examined. He was similarly attracted, though in a less obsessive way, to the
Fibonacci series: the simple beauty and logic, and its reflection of proportions
mirrored in the natural world, were most likely factors in its appeal. As an endless
sequence, it can quickly reach numerals that are very large and of little practical

87

Modern usage typically has the Fibonacci series (or sequence) starting at zero.
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application to musical parameters. Exton was no doubt aware of this, restricting
his use of the series to a usable range, though arriving at the numeral 987 in a
slightly different way to the normal additive process.

Figure 20: Standard Fibonacci series.

a. The standard Fibonacci series:
0 1 1 2 3 5 8 13 21 34 55 89 144 233 377 610 987 . . .

b. Exton’s modification of the series, with palindrome:
1 1 1 2 3 5 8 13 21 34 55 89 144 233 144... (back to initial 1)
added together = 987

Figure 20b shows Exton arriving at the number 987 by altering the initial 0 to 1,
proceeding as normal to 233, counting backwards to the initial 1, then adding all
these values together. There appear to be two reasons for this: firstly, the addition
of the extra 1 at the start allows for a pre-emptive calculation to be made
throughout the sequence. For example, the normal sequence allows for any two
consecutive numbers to dictate the next, as it is a sum of the preceding two.
Exton’s extra 1 allows a further calculation to take effect without interfering with
the one just described, save for an initial anomaly caused by the modification. In
Exton’s version, the addition of all preceding numerals gives the value of the
numeral two places ahead in the sequence. Exton produced a diagrammatic
representation of this process as a series of blocks drawn on graph paper,
presumably to aid structural calculations. The second reason for the sequence
modification appears to have a very pragmatic basis: the timpani sequentially
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‘tolls’ the start of each Fibonacci number in increasing multiples of quavers, and
the opening timpani note on the downbeat of the first bar necessitates a number
other than zero, it would seem! The timpani pattern continues to 233,88 with rests
between attacks naturally becoming longer, showing the instrument having
progressively less impact on the prevailing texture. After this point, the score is
incomplete, but Exton’s sketches clearly show an underlying palindromic process,
with the Fibonacci series (presumably still tolled by the timpani) counting its way
back to the start. To expand on Fig.20(b), the length of the first movement (987
quavers) would thus be calculated by adding all the numbers in Exton’s
palindromic sequence.

The first movement of Three Love Songs is in ternary form, with the incomplete
third section largely mirroring the first in its general character, though with some
animated discourse lingering over from the contrasting middle section. Despite
the palindromic symmetry highlighted by the timpani, this process is generally not
mirrored by the other instruments. The dramatic middle section of the first
movement, marked con espressione parlante, is devoted to the ‘presentation’ of the
first poem, described in more detail shortly. The first section suggests something
else entirely: a uniformly quiet series of sustained chordal complexes appear to
float over, or sometimes under, a sustained single pitch of G below middle C. The G
is initiated by the timpani, which then quickly falls into relative silence as it
progresses along its Fibonacci journey. The string family, through constantly
interlocking entries, maintains the continuity of the G until the middle section
while playing predominantly sustained chords. The subdued dynamics, and the use
88 To clarify, the timpani at this point is notated as one single quaver followed by 232 quavers of
rest. In fact, the timpani attack is let to ring, somewhat subverting the durational design of the
notated part, yet still adhering to the ‘tolling’ of the Fibonacci series.
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of harmonics, mutes, and non vib, create a rather ‘chilly’, ‘misty’, and dispassionate
atmosphere. This is most likely to allow the full drama of the animated middle
section to take effect.

Pitch and Rhythm in Relation to Text

In Three Love Songs, each movement is prefaced with the relevant poem in the
original Italian, and Exton has based the work on certain characteristics of the text
without using a narrator or singers, contrary to what one might expect. He has
achieved this in two ways:

Firstly, a reading of the text invariably follows a largely predictable rhythmic
shape, assuming one adheres to standard speech practice. Exton has notated his
‘take’ on this parameter, with the resultant rhythm being obtained syllabically,
with each syllable typically relating to one sound event, as shown in Figure 21. The
only notable artistic license is in the overall elongation of the rhythmic values
through normal durational augmentation.
Secondly, and most uniquely from an analytical standpoint, Exton’s pitch material
is based on frequencies typically found in human speech, notably vowel sounds. As
a starting point, Exton referenced Alexander Wood89 for the frequencies of
common vowel sounds, reproduced in Table 9. Exton’s sketches contain a
transcription of these frequencies from Hertz into musical notation (Table 10),
thus providing, for each syllable of the poems, a convenient tessitura to reference

Alexander Wood, The Physics of Music (London: Methuen. 6th ed., 1962), p.75. Exton’s edition was
most likely the 2nd ed., though his calculations are consistent with the referenced 6th Ed.

89
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in the ‘filling-out’ of the musical detail. The first poem is as follows:90

Sol io ardendo, all’ombra mi rimango,
quand’el sol de’ suo razzi el mondo spoglia:
ogni altro per piacere, e io per doglia,
prostrato in terra, mi lamento e piango.

I alone keep burning in the shadows
when the sun strips the earth of its rays;
everyone else from pleasure, and I from pain,
prostrate upon the ground, lament and weep.

Figure 21. Bars 39-44, showing Exton’s elongation of naturalistic speech rhythm,
as well as the slight overlap of some syllables.

90 James Saslow, The Poetry of Michelangelo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991). Slight
discrepancies exist between Exton’s typed copy of this verse and modern authoritative sources,
such as Saslow: for this reason, the Saslow (incl. translation) is reproduced here.
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Table 9. Characteristic Frequencies of the Vowel Sounds (Wood (1962), p.75).

Speech sound

Low frequency
(Hz)

High frequency
(Hz)

u (pool)

400

800

u (put)

475

1,000

o (tone)

500

850

a (talk)

600

950

o (ton)

700

1,150

a (father)

825

1,200

a (tap)

750

1,800

e (ten)

550

1,900

er (pert)

500

1,500

a (tape)

550

2,100

i (tip)

450

2,200

e (team)

375

2,400

From the Wood and Exton tables, it is clearly the case that vowels can sound
within a wide tessitura. Exton appears to have used Wood’s table as a starting
point for generalized pitch registers, although no sketches explaining Exton’s final
choice of pitch material have survived—assuming they existed at all, as he may
have worked instinctively once prescribed limits were set. Incidentally, both tables
are far from comprehensive in their listing of possible vowel sounds and are of
questionable scientific value, though Exton obviously considered the Wood
sufficient for his needs at the time.91, 92
A comprehensive analysis of vowel sounds, with audio examples, can be found at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vowel. Accessed 9 January 2016.

91

Exton’s sketches indicate he was focused almost exclusively on vowel sounds, and seems to have
given consonants little attention.

92
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Table 10. Exton’s transcription of Wood (see Table 9).
!
!
!
!
!
u!(pool)! !

low!formant!

high!formant!

( &)

(&)!
!
!

!

!
u!(put)!

!

o!(tone)!

!

!
!

!

!
!

!
a!(talk)!

!

o!(ton)!

!

!
!

!

!
!

(as$in$sun)$

!
a!(father)!

!

a(tap)!

!

e!(ten)!

!

er!(pert)!

!

a!(tape)!

!

!
!

!

!
!

!

!
!

!

!
!

!

!
!

!

!
!

i!(tip)!

!
e!(team)!

!

!

!

!

!
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With the formal shape and general vowel registers now determined, Exton’s next
task was presumably the musical ‘fleshing out’ of the chosen text. To illustrate
Exton’s approach in setting the poem, the third word, ‘ardendo’, will be used as an
example. In Italian, the middle syllable of this word is easily the strongest,
receiving durational elongation, dynamic stress, and a rise in pitch from the
preceding syllable. The final ‘do’ would typically see a drop of pitch to lower than
the first syllable, concurrent with a fall in dynamic intensity. Example 31 shows a
simplified reduction of Exton’s musical framing of this word.

Example 31. ‘Ardendo’ chords (reduction).

From this example, it can be seen that—despite the vagaries of Exton’s actual
choice of pitch—a natural pronunciation of the text is reflected through rhythmic
proportions, pitch contour, and dynamic gradations. It is important to stress that
Exton’s ‘syllabic’ chords do not at any point sound like the syllables upon which
they are ostensibly based, and in the full score the linear flow of ‘musical text’ is
further obscured by a complex texture of divisi string writing, with much
overlapping of musical gestures. As already noted, each movement of Three Love
Songs is prefaced by the relevant poem, but the lyric text as shown in Example 31
does not appear in the score. This further reinforces the underlying structural
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intent of the text over its use as narrative verse, for which the inclusion of a vocal
component would be necessary. The orchestra can be seen to be singing the poem,
much in the tradition of a wordless song, but with the single pitches of a typical
melodic line replaced by chordal complexes and clusters. In many respects, Exton’s
earlier work Ryoanji (1973) is a forerunner to Three Love Songs: both works use a
large body of divisi strings to create a dense texture of complex overlapping
chordal gestures, but more importantly, both are transcriptions of non-musical
material; a garden, and a poem, respectively.

While studying in Florence in 1956-7, Exton developed a passionate interest in
Michelangelo’s four ‘Prisoners’ sculptures, and this may give some clue as to the
fate of Three Love Songs. The Accademia Gallery, Florence, where the works are
housed, offers much information, though the following extract will suffice:
These sculptures have been interpreted in many ways. As we see them, in
various stages of completion, they evoke the enormous strength of the
creative concept as they try to free themselves from the bonds and
physical weight of the marble. It is now claimed that the artist
deliberately left them incomplete to represent this eternal struggle of
human beings to free themselves from their material trappings.93

In many ways, the creative difficulties Exton faced with Three Love Songs reflect
this struggle, and while ultimately remaining incomplete, that which exists
presents two aspects of this bondage: Exton’s struggle with the weight of creative
responsibility, here ultimately not ‘completed’; and the orchestra’s struggle with
that which it ultimately cannot do: sing.

93 http://www.accademia.org/explore-museum/artworks/michelangelos-prisoners-slaves/
Accessed 21 July 2015.
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The final word on Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo is best left to Gillian Exton:
The Florence time was a highly emotionally charged period of John’s life;
hence the empathy with Michaelangelo. At the time, he couldn’t
technically realise the piece. In 1979, when he almost could, the idea was
too big to be pinned down, so he let it expand conceptually. Eventually he
thought it better not to be explicit. “The rest is silence” etc.94

94

Gillian Exton. Note to researcher, 16th Dec. 2019.

180

untitled (‘Fragment’) incomplete orchestral sketch (1979-80?)

No date appears on this sketch, 95 though certain features suggest it was
contemporaneous with Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo, which would date it
to 1979-80. As with Three Love Songs, Exton has in Fragment undertaken an
ambitious project: in this case, an orchestra of some 60-70 players physically
separated into three groups; A, B, and C. Group B is the largest, situated at the front
of the audience, while groups A and C are to the left and right respectively (see
Table 11).

Table 11. untitled (‘Fragment’): instrument groupings.

Group A

Group B

Group C

4 horns

piccolo

2 flutes

3 violas

2 oboes

2 clarinets

2 cellos

cor anglais

bass clarinet

1 double bass

2 bassoons

6 violins

2 perc. (woods)

1 contra bassoon

2 perc. (metals, piano)

3 trumpets
3 trombones
harp
tutti strings
2 perc (skins)

95 To reiterate: this sketch has been given the provisional title Fragment by this author, reflecting
its existence as an identifiable yet incomplete work, as well as its brevity.
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Exton completed a mere 14 opening bars, totalling four pages. Several numbered
blank pages follow, suggesting the rest of the work was not written, rather than
lost. Despite this brevity, the directness of Exton’s musical intentions is clear: a
constantly-sounding E4 (E above middle C) is passed between the instrumental
groups, varying constantly in its timbral and spatial parameters. Over this is an
expanding array of isolated tones and short utterances, similarly widely varied in
timbre and physical location. A range of different articulations, mutes, bowing
styles, etc., add further nuance to the emerging sound-world. The general dynamic
level is subdued, with the overall effect being one of kaleidoscopic flashes of colour
over a grounded yet ever-changing firmament.

While the lack of a definitive title certainly invites speculation as to the work’s
‘purpose’ or possible relationship to non-musical metaphors, its absence does
allow the beauty of the work as ‘absolute’ music to be fully revealed: with its very
broad timbral palette, sensuous yet static harmonic aura, and physicality of sound
projection, it reveals a concern for colour not seen since Movements for Orchestra,
from 1964.96

As with Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo, it is possible Exton left this fragment
in a deliberately incomplete state, even if originally intending otherwise. He may
have been content to simply state his creative intentions, and if so, the lack of a
These points will hopefully be apparent from this author’s computer realisation of Fragment,
included in the available recordings. As the work is written on 40-stave manuscript, a score extract
was found to be somewhat impractical for inclusion in this thesis. The audio realisation aims to
remain as close to the score as possible, given the constraints of sample libraries. For the
technically minded, the score was sequenced in Cubase® with East West Platinum® orchestral
instruments. These sounds have a certain ‘Hollywood’ ambience, reflecting the usual usage of such
sound sets in movie scoring. For Fragment, the sample library’s brilliance of sound, and the ability
to control the complex spatial mix, brings out the nuances of Exton’s score far more than a live
orchestral recording would normally achieve.

96
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completed work for the rehearsal/performance treadmill is less of a
disappointment. As exemplified by Michelangelo’s ‘Prisoners’, such ‘non-finito’97
works can make a very powerful statement by their eternal abstraction and
freedom from existential compromise.98 Given Exton’s attraction to these specific
Michelangelo sculptures, one must assume he was well-aware of this paradigm,
though it needs to be stressed the extent to which he may have embraced it
remains conjecture. It is certainly true that the incomplete nature of Three Love
Songs After Michaelangelo and Fragment places these works in an intriguing but
ultimately unresolvable state of ‘what if...’.

97

‘Non-finito’ is the accepted term for creations such as the ‘Prisoners’.

98

The same could be said of the sketches of his contemporary, Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519).
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A Note on the Later Works 1981-1993

As previously noted, John Exton composed very little in the years beyond 1979. At
the request of his cellist wife, Gillian, he wrote several string arrangements for
teaching purposes, though not with any serious intent. While the more creative of
these display traits beyond those of a hack arranger, they are, by necessity, short
and lightweight works that are of little relevance to the discussion at hand. This is
not the case, however, with the final three (surviving) completed works: In
Memoriam Joseph Haydn (1981), Reflections in a Platinum Flute (1983), and Cantio
Obliqua (1993). These are high-minded offerings grappling with larger issues of
musical structure and discourse, written for professional performers. They are
built largely on rhythmic/melodic motifs, 12-note or highly chromaticallysaturated pitch structures, and sectionalized variation forms. There is nothing new
here per se: Exton’s use of these quite traditional techniques is a hallmark of his
entire oeuvre, reinforcing the observation that he was never particularly devoted
to mid-century avant-garde styles.

Of special note in these late works—and indeed numerous earlier ones—is Exton's
use of material by other composers as a springboard for his own offerings. These
three works were written with specific performers in mind, and all have a
dedication, of sorts, to a famous figure. This suggests the motivation for composing
to be something more than the purely abstract, and by extension, the lessening of
such motivation may help explain Exton’s increasing silence in later years.
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These works, seemingly written with comparative ease, are confidently fluid and
discursive, conveying a strong sense of engagement, purpose, and musicality.
While in many respects mirroring his pre-1970 compositional concerns, thus
offering a tidy closure to a decade of chance-based explorations, the post-1980
works nevertheless show Exton to be a composer still keen to explore fresh
possibilities in the articulation of musical ideas.

A brief analysis of these three works is offered for matters of context, and to
provide a complimentary bookend to the main discussion on the works of the
1970s.
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In Memoriam Joseph Haydn for baryton and string quartet (1981)

In Memoriam was written for visiting viol expert, Oliver Brookes, during his tenure
as UWA Musician in Residence in 1981, and in acknowledgement of Joseph
Haydn’s impending ‘250th birthday’.99 The baryton, a relative of the fretted viol
family but with twelve sympathetic strings, was featured in many works by Haydn,
few of which have survived. Exton writes:
The work is a single-movement fantasia based on the brief theme of
Haydn’s final cryptic canon: ‘Hin ist alle meine Kraft, alt und schwach bin
Ich’. For the sake of a richer texture, this piece uses double the resources
of violas and cellos used in most of Haydn’s baryton works. Towards the
end there is suggested a realisation of Haydn’s cryptic canon in up to six
parts.100

Despite the impression suggested by the above, In Memoriam has a generally
transparent texture, with the gentle-toned baryton often playing extended melodic
phrases largely absent from Exton’s music since the 1960s. Some habits, however,
appear hard to break—Exton may have found it impossible to resist tuning the 12
sympathetic strings to ‘a symmetrical 12-note set based on intervals reflecting the
Fibonacci series of numbers’, as shown in Figure 22.101,102 Example 32, from very
early in the work, shows the first baryton solo melodic passage preceded by an
ascending strum across the sympathetic strings. Much of the work’s melodic
writing reflects this opening statement, generally exploring the instrument’s
tessitura but with restrained steps, largely moving by smaller intervals.

99

John Exton, program note for In Memoriam Joseph Haydn.

100

ibid.

101

ibid.

As shown in Fig.22, the 12-note set is built from the following ascending interval sequence (in
semitones): 2 1 2 3 2 1 2 3 2 1 2. This reflects only the very start of the Fibonacci series, though by
skipping notes, the series is present in Exton’s set: 1 2 3 5 8 = (F#) G A C F Db.

102
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Figure 22. Tuning of the 12 sympathetic strings. Symmetrical tetrachords (with
intervals) shown in solid brackets; dotted bracket show 8-semitone transpositions.

Example 32. In Memoriam: baryton solo passage, with sympathetic string
glissando.

Although containing all P-Cs, the sympathetic strings are tuned to three identical
tetrachords, each the same as the first four notes of a minor scale. Exton has
transposed the tetrachords to avoid repetition of pitch, though their scalic origin
cannot be disguised, even if devised by non-scalic means. Naturally, certain
physical constraints of the instrument limit the tuning of the strings to within
conventional limits.
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The most significant aspect of this tuning, however, is the way it mirrors much of
the future melodic material of the work. In Example 32, the baryton's arco solo
passage features intervals of 1-3 semitones, with the two exceptions being of 8
semitones—the 'augmented' 4-semitone inversion, reflecting the tetrachord
transpositions. A sense of dèjá vu is likely at this point—the highly-saturated use
of small intervals was a hallmark of earlier works, notably Six Caprices from 1962.
Much of In Memoriam, in fact, draws upon two elements: the pitch structure of the
sympathetic string tetrachords; and the contours of the Haydn melody, which may
be seen in Example 34.

Figure 23. Melodic material from Ex.32, showing adherence to restricted interval
palette of the sympathetic strings, though not the same pitch relationships.

Having no apparent I Ching references, In Memoriam Joseph Haydn was the first of
Exton’s post-1970s non-chance-based works to be completed and performed.
While no sketches remain to confirm beyond doubt a stepping away from the
paradigm of the previous decade, the work’s formal, gestural, motivic, and textural
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features are strongly suggestive of conventional—that is, ‘conventional
modernist’—compositional techniques. To put it more bluntly, Exton seems to
have reverted to a time-honoured compositional approach more likely to yield a
consensus definition of ‘conventional musical results’, and one which largely
precludes the use of chance procedures: taking greater control over all aspects of
the score, especially pitch. The fact that the work is a fantasia upon a theme of
Haydn largely forces Exton's hand in this regard: Example 33 shows bars 41-44,
with the Haydn theme, in its original key, clearly discernible in the score, and
equally clear in performance. Note also the original German text, though this is not
sung or uttered in performance, as may be implied.

Example 33. In Memoriam Joseph Haydn, bars 41-44.
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Example 34. Opening of Haydn's 'Der Greis' ('The Old Man').

Although the work has no vocal component, Exton's wry wit may have drawn him
to the text of Haydn's work as much as any inherent musical substance:
Gone is all my strength!
I am old and weak
Only a little wine and jest
Has refreshed me.
Gone is all my ornament!
In my cheeks the red has flown away,
Death is knocking at my door!
Unfrightened I go,
Heavens, give thanks
My life was a harmonious song!103

In Memoriam sees Exton embracing his earlier motivic predilections, though
perhaps with a new-found sense of purpose 'post-I Ching'. This is not necessarily a
rejection of the essentially 'serial aleatoric' procedures of the last decade, but
perhaps an elevation to a manner of composing that allows for greater gestural,
textural, and formal expressiveness.
Johann Wilhelm Ludwig Gleim (1719-1803). Translation into English available from:
http://www.andrewminear.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Haydn-Part-SongsHANDBOOK.pdf Accessed 11 February 2016.

103
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Reflections in a Platinum Flute
(Aprèslude Non Mesuré Pour La Centenaire D’Edgard Varèse)
for harpsichord solo (1983)

Clearly a tribute to Edgard Varèse (1883-1965), Reflections takes as its source
material aspects of phrasing and note-ordering from the iconic Varèse flute piece
Density 21.5 (1936). A note in Exton’s sketches dedicates the work to both ‘PA’
(undoubtedly harpsichordist Priscilla Alderton, who gave the première
performance) 104 and ‘BM’ (possibly Exton’s UWA colleague and keyboard
pedagogue Brian Michell), though neither dedication appears on the final score.

Although several of Exton’s works employ music by other composers, none
integrates another’s so inextricably as Reflections. Example 35(a,b) shows the
opening phrase of the Varèse and Exton works. At this early point in the Exton, the
Varèse ‘quote’ can be seen clearly, with its identical pitch-class ordering. The Exton
example also shows the grace-note ‘reflection’ of the preceding sustained notes, a
process that typifies the work. Later phrasing sees a greater expansion and
interaction of original and reflected material, though, as with the extract in
Example 35(b), every note in the Exton score is written either sustained, or as a
grace-note. It is important to clarify that Exton does not place the Varèse note-fornote into Reflections: rather, he shadows the original, but with some freedom of
ordering and register. The durational stresses of the Varèse have, to a point, also
been retained: Exton often sustains the longer notes of the Varèse phrases, as if to
maintain a recognizable shape within his reflective distortions.

104

First performance by Priscilla Alderton, Callaway Auditorium, UWA, 26 March 1984.
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Example 35(a, b). Varèse and Exton opening phrases.

a. Opening phrase of Density 21.5 by Edgard Varèse.

b. Opening phrase of Reflections in a Platinum Flute by John Exton.

Example 35(b) shows Exton—with his pitch scaffolding largely in place courtesy of
Varèse—using similar intervallic content in his complementary reflections. The
opening Varèse phrase is P-C set 5-4 (though not in prime form), with its
intervallic vector of 322111 clearly favouring the smaller intervals. Exton’s gracenote flourish is reducible to the same set, and hence intervallic content. Set 5-4 is
also used in Exton’s (and Varèse’s) second phrase of sustained notes, as well as its
grace-note reflection. The set can be determined purely on interval content (and
matched to Forte’s vectors), or as follows:
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Varèse pitch classes, ascending, close intervals first: E, F, F#, G, C#
The same expressed numerically: [0,1,2,3,9]
As this is not in prime form (requiring [0,1,2,3,6]) the following steps
compress the tessitura while retaining identical intervallic content:
Inversion: [0,11,10,9,3]
Ascending order: [0,3,9,10,11]
New normal order: [9,10,11,0,3]
Transpose to level 0: [0,1,2,3,6]105 (Forte set 5-4 in prime form)

Exton is clearly adhering to a systematic use of both specific pitch class and
interval sets: the Varèse pitch classes are closely observed, and their subsequent
reflections intervallically consistent, making Reflections one of the few post-1970
Exton works that meaningfully lends itself to P-C set analysis.

In Exton’s score, one can trace the outline of the Varèse with little difficulty, though
the effect of this homage in performance is something else again: a furiously paced
fantasia for harpsichord is about as far from the sonority of the post-Syrinx
Varèsean flute as one could imagine. It does retain some of the intensity of the
Varèse, yet completely avoids the importance of its original dynamic contours—a
paradox of a work in some respects, but a bold re-imagining all the same.

Assuming E is zero, this last step dictates the final P-C as Bb which, while not being used in the
Varèse opening phrase, is intervallically acceptable given the reductive system of equivalence that
is central to set theory. Exton’s use of 5-4 in the ‘reflection’ is in fact prime-form: Eb, E, F, F#, A =
[0,1,2,3,6].
105
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Cantio Obliqua for violin solo (1993)

Written for Exton’s concert violinist son Peter, Cantio Obliqua is ‘based on a
fragment of Plainchant from the Antiphon Tu es Petrus (St. Matthew, chapter 16,
verse 18: “thou art Peter, and on this rock I will build”)’, and the title is explained
by Exton as being a ‘song for someone else’.106

The score is prefaced with a short glossary translating the lesser-used Italian
expressions contained therein. It additionally translates: firstly, the Sanskrit text
for Gandhi’s last words (‘Oh, God’) which appear after the final measure along with
the score’s date and signature; and secondly, a translation of the Latin expression
‘Opus Ultimum’, which appears below Exton’s name on the opening page of the
score. Exton offers the translation ‘I am satisfied with this work’, but one cannot
ignore the more literal and correct translation as ‘Final Work’. Part of the chant is
reproduced below the score title, as shown in Example 36.

Example 36. The start of Tu es Petrus, as notated by Exton in the score preface.

Exton’s true thoughts on this work are recorded in a letter he sent, together with
the newly-composed work, to his son Peter. It clearly states the intention that
Cantio Obliqua ‘... be my swan-song ... the way it has worked out, altogether my best
106

John Exton, program note for Cantio Obliqua (pasted inside the back cover of the score).
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piece, though that may not be saying very much’. Exton continues: ‘... (the work) ...
encompasses a very wide emotional range—a glance down the glossary of terms
should confirm this; you are required both to laugh and to cry, though not at the
same time, and create quite a lot of other moods as well’. 107

Cantio sees Exton completing his broadest circle of musical discovery, a
compositional voyage of some forty years, here returning to a tradition he would
have encountered as a student and from which he drew inspiration for several of
his early works: that of plainchant, pre-dating most Western musical
developments and suggestive of a purer musical ‘truth’ free of the chatter and
noise of the intervening centuries. Once again, however, Exton demonstrates his
typically rigorous compositional approach, with each of the work’s seven
contrasting sections adhering to a specific set of rhythmic/melodic motifs, using
the plainchant as raw material. Each section presents its material in a somewhat
insistent manner, suggestive of a set of technical etudes. Notably absent is any
reference to chance or the I Ching, and one can confidently assert Exton had moved
well beyond his ‘chance phase’ by this time. The technical dimension of Cantio
Obliqua, in its overall progression from low to high strings, is readily
acknowledged by Exton.108 The declamatory outer sections are separated by
variations of increasingly higher register, the ascension complete in the final
section with the violin’s final cantando rising ‘to an ethereal reflection ... of the
opening plainchant...’.109 Example 37(a-g) shows the opening moments of each

107

Letter from John Exton to his son Peter (undated, though presumably 1993).

108

ibid.

109

ibid.
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section, with the general character of each and the overall upward pitch trajectory
clearly observable.

Example 37(a-g). Cantio Obliqua: opening of each section.

a)

b)

c)

d)
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e)

f)

g)

To conclude the seventh section, the work, and his composing career, Exton offers
one final gesture: a gentle whisper, more suggestive of the fundamental acoustics
of the natural sound world than that of human intention and intervention.

Example 38. Cantio Obliqua: last bar.
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Part 4
Final Observations and Conclusions

Exton’s active compositional years spanned from the mid-1950s until the early
1990s. Over these forty years he completed over fifty works, mostly in
instrumental genres, but including a handful of vocal and notable electronic works.
The Part 3 analyses traced Exton’s broad progression from mainstream 12-note
practice, through various alternative technical and conceptual explorations,
ultimately culminating in the handful of later works seemingly free of the overt
procedural polemics that typified earlier ones. It is certainly clear that Exton never
abandoned the rigour of his compositional approach, despite the widely varying
demands of specific works. It is also clear he resisted falling too heavily under the
influence of any specific school of composition, although he demonstrably had no
hesitation embracing prevailing technical, conceptual, and stylistic practices he
deemed useful for his own work. Exton’s ability to maintain a healthy creative
distance from such schools was perhaps most tested in the years leading up to the
1970s, when the ‘either/or’ conflicts between serialism and indeterminacy were at
their strongest. Exton navigated the challenging paradigm conflicts of this time by
retaining much of his modernist technique while judiciously adopting the example
of John Cage’s philosophical advocacy—but, importantly, avoiding his stylistic and
procedural models. After 1980, Exton seems to have resumed the broadly
centralist path he followed pre-1970, though with a seemingly elevated mind-set,
less concerned with dogma.
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As discussed, there were various developmental and stylistic changes in Exton’s
music over the years, though it displays persistent underlying threads: high pitchclass saturation, frequent motivic development, the use of variation form, a
penchant for counterpoint or multi-layered textures, and a characteristic timbral
palette reflecting his preference for the string family. With its often restrained and
self-referential argument, his music is further typified by an avoidance of
histrionics, or devices likely to generate wide audience appeal. This
uncompromising creative stance perhaps explains the lack of repeat performances
of his works, no doubt compounded in later years by Exton’s own increasing
indifference to such things. In this regard, he is hardly unique: the oneperformance work is the ‘dark matter’ of new music, probably accounting for most
all new works performed, visible only to those who participate. This situation was
most pronounced in the era of serial/modernist dominance (1950s-1970s) and
perhaps less so from 1980 onwards: Exton’s last work was from 1993, so his
creative

timeline

largely

predates

(or

consciously

ignores)

emerging

postmodernist eclecticism, as was noted at various points in this thesis. If one were
to revisit Kramer’s generalized list of postmodern tendencies, only one applies to
Exton with any level of depth and consistency: the locating of musical ‘meaning’ in
the mind of the listener. On the strength of this alone one should not hasten to
attach the postmodern label, for Exton was almost certainly thinking of a different
type of listener, compared to Kramer. Exton’s idealized listener would be one
reflecting his own historically-musically-literate world, well versed in modernist
imperative, even if not technically equipped as a performer. Kramer’s—in line with
his later viewpoint—is likely already attuned through two decades of postmodern
exposure, thus more likely to accept eclecticism and informality over a hard-won
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Zen-like epiphany. In the concluding paragraph of Part 1 of this thesis (p.23), the
observation was made that ‘… (Exton’s) ties to grand narrative loom very large
over his entire output, providing a historically-anchored overarching framework
for more transient localized experiment’. This perhaps sums up the relationship
between modernist and postmodernist aspects of his work, more clearly
observable now than pre-1990. As for future responses to Exton’s work, it is
important to note that all current and future performers and listeners have been
raised on an eclectic musical diet largely free of the weight of historicism that
helped drive earlier modernist practice—hence much of Exton’s music—and it is
yet to be seen how his works will resonate with this new breed.

The analyses show Exton largely sidestepping issues of geographic style, and he
certainly did not seriously engage with notions of Australian identity in music,
though he was undoubtedly aware of this trend amongst several of his
contemporaries—not least, prominent fellow Perth composer James Penberthy.
While Exton no doubt had opinions on such matters—anecdotally, almost certainly
negative—his compositions do not actively entertain such notions, though it may
confidently be asserted he was far more concerned with ‘composers in Australia’
than ‘Australian composers’. If his chosen titles are any guide, he much preferred
the traditionally abstract, or occasionally the simply descriptive, and generally
avoided those suggesting the music was about something other than itself. This is
not to imply that his music is devoid of localized input and colour—rather it is an
acknowledgement that such influences, if genuine, are too deeply embedded
within the fabric of the music to be extracted (via titles) to appease proponents of
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an often superficial and highly subjective, and often purely suggestive, metaphoric
relevance.

Despite the relative isolation of Perth, Exton was often in contact with his
interstate peers, and made regular contributions to conferences, workshops,
journals, and general musical discussions: in short, he was very much a part of an
active Australian composer community. It is also worth noting that the skills Exton
possessed were those Professor Frank Callaway actively sought when offering
Exton the UWA position in 1966: Exton came to Perth to ‘raise the bar’ of tertiary
music standards, and was one of the vanguard of full-time academic composers to
be appointed to the staff of Australian universities in the 1960s and 1970s.1 Exton
remained a central figure within the UWA Department of Music until his
retirement in 1988, balancing his various duties as lecturer, composition tutor, and
string pedagogue.

Exton’s embracing of chance procedures can be seen to have occupied a central
place in the works composed in the 1970s, though seemingly absent in all works
prior, and since. This generalized observation, however, does not present the full
picture, for it must be remembered the I Ching was employed as a system of
connections, not of randomness: Exton adhered to the semitonal system
throughout, thus chance operations in the pitch domain still yielded results that
were predictable in the broader sense. It may be difficult to prove conclusively, but
is likely pitch selection was directed somewhat, limiting localized outcomes for
each note from 12 possibilities to some smaller number, in line with the demands
1 Helen Gifford, Zoe Sweett, Joel Crotty and Aline Scott-Maxwell, ‘Composers in the Academy’, in
John Whiteoak and A. Scott-Maxwell (eds.), Currency Companion to Music and Dance in Australia
(Strawberry Hills: Currency Press, 2003), p.170.
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of each work. Exton would have surely remembered the twin polarities of serial
and chance operations, not as opposites, but as complementary points along the
same continuum, as argued by Meyer-Eppler in 1958. If these observations are
correct, Exton likely saw chance as just another unavoidable aspect of composing:
no more, or less important, and just as malleable, as any other parameter. If so, and
in line with his temperament, Exton’s use of I Ching coin-tossing procedures was
just as valid as row matrix permutations. Further, his writings confirm he was
aware of the impossibility of completely controlling all aspects of a composition if
the listener’s response is to be included in the equation.

The works from the 1970s may reasonably be grouped together as representing
Exton’s ‘I Ching period’, though this is also problematic given the variety contained
within. These works have come, by some measure of default, to define the Exton
style, and those familiar with his music typically relate their own listening
experiences to works from this decade. This is reinforced by the lack of
performances of earlier works, as well as Exton’s increasing silence in later
years—both situations tolerated or encouraged by Exton himself, as has been
noted. The 1970s works form a small but idiosyncratic subset of Exton’s total
output. They may be viewed as curiosities by those dismissive of works in which
the parameters of pitch organization are not paramount. Add to this the often
limited timbral palette and general non-developmental discourse, and what
emerges is austere music of limited immediate appeal, even for informed
musicians. It may also be argued that the works of the 1970s do not stand up well
nowadays without the written discourse on chance, Cage, the I Ching, etc., that
often accompanied the works when they were composed. Even with the presence
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of such textual prompts, the novelty of chance procedures has receded with the
passing of time, somewhat attenuating their initial originality. A more balanced
view would see Exton’s works from the 1970s as products of their time, replete
with the ‘pros and cons’ of any creative endeavours seen within a wider context. It
is also reasonable to suggest that, once a listener adjusts to Exton’s sound-world,
there is much subtlety and beauty to be found—especially if one is attuned to the
notion of individual epiphany, and is not expecting to be carried along on a
communal, narrative, musical journey.

Exton’s handful of post-I Ching works reveal a further tantalizing glimpse into his
fertile musical imagination. The late chamber works, and the two incomplete
orchestral sketches, show a restless mind not content to relax in the relative safety
of regurgitation—a trap too common amongst established composers wishing to
maintain a recognizable style. Exton’s later works display a facility born of
maturity and experience: a symbiosis of multiple musical concerns, habits, and
influences, while still tackling something new, at least in terms of his own practice.
In his closing chapter on Dallapiccola, Raymond Fearn notes the '..."circularity" in
Dallapiccola's work, the return over previously explored territory in order to find
new delight and fascination within it...'.2 This sentiment is equally true in Exton's
case—not surprisingly, given the respect both composers had for the traditions of
their art.

In a broader context, Exton brought to Australia valuable first-hand experience of
European music-making at a time when Eurocentrism and a sense of Empire,

2

Fearn, p.270.
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although in decline, were still relatively strong. For the most part, Exton remained
steadfast to the rigours of his Western training while demonstrating ways in which
time-honoured compositional practices could be constantly called upon to frame
and articulate new musical discourse. In this sense, his music is highly reflective of
its time and place.
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APPENDIX 1
John Exton: The Complete Works.
1. Extant Completed Works
Early 1950s?
Four Preludes (parts only: ob, vln, vc, pno.)
1951
Three Verlaine Settings for tenor and string quartet
1952
The Whiting and the Snail (Lewis Carroll) ‘A Canzonet for Two Voices’
Sonata for violin and piano
Three Poems of DH Lawrence for baritone and piano
1953
Four Fughettas for string trio
A Fugal Divertimento for strings
1954
String Quartet in Four Movements ‘Qualis Artifex Pereo’ (‘String Quartet I’)3
1955
Three Pieces for oboe solo (rev.1961) Published by J. & W. Chester, London. JWC 468.
1956
Five Pieces for Piano (1956-7)
Variations for unaccompanied cello
3

The recently-discovered original score of ‘String Quartet in Four Movements’ is held in London by
The Worshipful Company of Musicians, also known as The Musician’s Company. Exton
submitted this score for the Cobbett Memorial Competition of 1955, and announced as
winner in April 1956. The existence of this score—almost certainly the only copy—has
only very recently come to light (August 2017), due entirely to the fastidious online
cataloguing efforts of the Musician’s Company. The work is listed as ‘Quartet No.1’ on the
program for the first performance in 1956, and this author suggests the work now be
considered Exton’s ‘String Quartet I’.
http://www.wcomarchive.org.uk/--cobbett-memorial-comp Accessed 10 September 2017.
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1957
Dialogues for two violins
Partita for string quartet. Published by J. & W. Chester, London.
(Arranged for small orchestra as Variations (1961))
1960
Prelude for organ
Contrapuncti three pieces for organ
Variations for piano
1961
Fantasia for cello and piano
Concertante for piano and five instruments
String Trio
Three Simple Pieces for piano
Concertino for orchestra
Variations for small orchestra (arrangement of Partita)
1962
Fantasy for violin and piano
Six Caprices for violin solo
String Quartet II
1963
In Dulci Iubilo for SATB and piano
1964
Movements for Orchestra
Two Cross-eyed Bagatelles for viola and cello
1965
The Story of Christ’s Nativity According to St. Luke
Prelude Veni Creator Spiritus
1966
Triptych: Two Psalms and a Homily for double choir and organ
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1967
Quintet for wind quintet
1968
Untitled for violin, cello and piano
1969
String Quartet III
1970
Elevator Music for tape
Electronic Jazz (tape works):
i)

Fantasia Among One Note

ii)

Five-Way Ping Pong

iii)

Go Boil Your Head in E flat

iv)

A Thousand Feet in the Life of...

iv.b)

K2 (A Second Thousand Feet)

1971

1972
Musaic for tape
Aria for tape
String Quartet IV
String Quartet V. Published in Studies in Music, No.7, 1973. University of Western
Australia Press, Nedlands, WA.
Breathing Space for tape
Conversation Piece for two voices
1973
Ryoanji for forty strings and three percussionists
1975
String Quartet VI
Give or Take a Few db - Five Pieces for Pianist
Or Leave Me Some for viola and piano
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1977
Bamboo Shoots for oboe, violin, viola, and cello
1979
String Quartet VII (incl. The Fastest Viola in the West)
String Quartet VIII
1981
In Memoriam Joseph Haydn for baryton and string quartet
1983
Reflections in a Platinum Flute for harpsichord
1993
Cantio Obliqua for violin solo

2. Incomplete Works
Oboe Quartet in G (very early juvenile work, vln and vc parts only. Pre-1950?)
String Quartet (juvenile work) (1952)
Sonata for Clarinet and Piano. (final page of piano missing) (1954)
Beastly Cantata (only SATB - orchestral score missing) (1955)
Monologic – (conceptual instructions for automated VCS3 work) (1978)
Three Love Songs After Michaelangelo for orchestra (1979-)
untitled (‘Fragment’4) for orchestra divided into 3 groups (1979-80?)

3. Acknowledged Works - Whereabouts Unknown
Badinerie Overture (1956)
Three Miniatures for Piano (1971?) (see Cassandra Lake (1997) p.85)
Pieces for Multiple Keyboards (1982)

4

This author's provisional title. See analysis Part 3.
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4. Arrangements of Significance
Canons from The Musical Offering (J.S. Bach) arr. for fl, ob, cor A, bsn, 2 vln, va, vc (1958)
Ricercare (from A Musical Offering, JS Bach) arr. for 2vln, 2va, 2vc (1982)
The Art of Fugue (J.S. Bach) arr. for string sextet (2vln, 2va, 2vc)
The Musical Offering (J.S. Bach) arr. for fl (a.fl), ob, cl(Bb), hn, bsn, vl, va vc, hpsch (1988)
Rumanian Folk Songs (B. Bartok)

5. Educational Studies, Musical Games, Creative Arrangements, etc.
Gestetner Aria for string orchestra (1969)
Game of Three for 1-4 pianists
Chinese Whispered Snowballs music listening game
A Young Person’s Guide to the String Quartet (on Purcell) (with narrator)
Mandala on ‘In Dulci Iubilo’ for 8 celli (1987)
Thinking Allowed: Six Cunning Games for Three 1st Position Cellists (1990)
Further Carolling for Friendly Cellists (1991)
Twelve Canonic Games for Bright 1st Position Violinists (1992)
Always: The Ultimate Canon (2vc) and The Ultimate Solution (4vc) (1992)

6. Significant Writings (see References for original sources)
The Nature of Tonality (1954-56)
Home Truths from Abroad (1966)
On the Nature and the Necessity of Concert Halls (1967)
Forward to First Principles - An Article of Faith (1967)
Towards an Atlas of 12-Note Harmony (1969)
John Cage Lecture (1969)
Observations on the Development of an Electronic Music Studio Within the University of
Western Australia Music Department (1971)
The ‘I Ching’ and Structure (1973)
Development of Electronic Music Studio – Stage 1, February 1974 (1974)
Luigi Dallapiccola, the Teacher - A Personal Note (1975)
Intonation and Tone Production on Bowed String Instrument (1981)
The ‘Teaching’ of Composition (1984)
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APPENDIX 2

Information on Online Exton Recordings
All available recordings of John Exton’s music (as of May 2017) have been made
available online through the Western Australian New Music Archive (WANMA),
hosted by the State Library of Western Australia:
https://wanma.org.au/
Nearly all these recordings were sourced from Exton's personal collection of
magnetic reel-to-reel tapes, digitized by this author. In many cases, exact details of
performers, recording dates, producer, etc., are unknown. Works marked with
asterisk* were recently supplied by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation,
though Exton received his own copies of most of these same recordings,
presumably soon after the original sessions. The included recording of Or Leave Me
Some was compiled by this author from the original ABC studio recordings, given
the absence of a final edit. The recording of (untitled) 'Fragment' was computer
sequenced and produced by this author. ++
The following list (chronological by genre) may well be augmented as other
material comes to light, though it provides, nevertheless, a useful overview of the
recordings that are immediately accessible via WANMA.

Chamber works:
Three Pieces for oboe solo
Partita for string quartet
Three Simple Pieces for piano
Fantasy for violin and piano
String Quartet III
String Quartet V (four different recordings)
String Quartet VI
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Or Leave Me Some for viola and piano *
Bamboo Shoots for oboe, violin, viola, and cello
In Memoriam Joseph Haydn for baryton and string quartet
Cantio Obliqua for violin solo *
Electronic works:
Elevator Music
Fantasia Among One Note
Five Way Ping Pong
Go Boil Your Head in Eb
Musaic
Aria
Breathing Space
Orchestral works:
Concertino for orchestra
Movements for Orchestra *
Ryoanji for 40 strings and 3 percussionists *
(untitled) 'Fragment' ++
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APPENDIX 3
Notes on the ‘Exton Archive’
The ‘Exton Archive’ is a term coined by this research candidate for the specific
purpose of this thesis, as explained in the introduction. Initially, it was an
uncatalogued domestic collection of Exton scores and compositional ephemera,
housed in several large crates in the family home. No attempt will be made here to
present a detailed listing of the contents: this will no doubt occur in due course
now that these materials have been donated by Gillian Exton to the State Library
of Western Australia. Gillian has expressed her wishes that the materials receive
such archival handling, and be readily available for further research purposes.
As with the currently available recordings listed in Appendix 2, it is proposed that
printed material from the Archive also be digitised and placed into the public
domain via the Western Australian New Music Archive (WANMA), hosted by the
State Library of Western Australia (https://wanma.org.au/).
The following is an abridged list of Archive contents, grouped according to type,
and is certainly not exhaustive.

Scores: All extant Exton scores are present. This includes compositions as well as
arrangements. There are many handwritten originals, as well as older ‘photostat’
copies which, due to their larger sizes and brownish colour, bear a close
resemblance to handwritten scores. It is worth repeating here that copies of many
Exton works are already available for loan from the Music Library of The
University of Western Australia.
Sketches and notes: Various works have related materials of a pre-compositional
nature, typically showing Exton’s pitch and formal concerns as being pre-eminent.
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Writings: Original journals and newsletters containing the articles listed in the
References, plus other material not relevant to this thesis.
Programme notes: Many such items are to be found, often containing details not
recorded elsewhere. Many relate to UWA Music Dept. concerts.
Scrapbooks: These contain some material as described above, but also reviews,
newspaper cuttings, letters, etc.
Thesis: ‘The Nature of Tonality’ (Cambridge, 1954-6, unpublished, not submitted).
Reel to Reel Tapes: Approximately twenty reels relating to Exton compositions,
with various additional tapes of UWA concerts, Exton as performer, etc. Various
sizes and speeds, mostly 1/4in, and mostly stereo. Note that the State Library of
Western Australia does not wish to hold these tapes, which are in the possession of
the researcher for the foreseeable future. These tapes contain the works that have
been digitised and made available online through the Western Australian New
Music Archive (WANMA), as listed in Appendix 2.
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APPENDIX 4

Notes on the DMA Composition Portfolio

These notes relate to the following compositions, which together form the creative
portfolio component of this DMA submission:
1. Shadows II for soprano saxophone and orchestra (2014)
2. Exton Fragment and Responses for sampled orchestral groups (2016-18)
3. The Trees That See the Diamond Rain for bass clarinet, percussion, and
fixed media playback (2019)
4. Generative Trio modular analog self-generating patch (2016)
5. Set No.1 for 10-piece ensemble (2019)
6. A Parting Quietude for piano quartet (rev. 2018)
7. Empathy for flute, violin, and ‘cello (rev.2018)

As explained forthwith, this portfolio contains four new works written in the
period of candidature, one extensively ‘recomposed’ work, plus two recently
revised works originally composed over twenty years ago.
Recordings of Exton Fragment and Responses, Generative Trio, Set No.1, and A
Parting Quietude (revised as per score), may be accessed at:

https://soundcloud.com/stephenbenfall
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Shadows II for soprano saxophone and orchestra (2014)
This work is a re-composition of an earlier work originally written for soprano
saxophone and chamber ensemble. While most of the original solo part has
remained, the orchestral part has been extensively rewritten to the point of
becoming a different work, with the original chamber Shadows now withdrawn
permanently.
The following descriptive overview of the work, taken from the score preface,
outlines the general premise of Shadows II:

The soprano saxophone weaves a path through a shadowy musical world,
its utterances echoed and sometimes anticipated by the orchestra.
Although a ‘soloist’, the saxophone is often restrained in its declamations
while the orchestra is more prone to flights of fancy. Musical motives are
taken up by the orchestra, sometimes transformed into caricature, but
usually retaining some links to the soloist’s part. In this respect, the title is
somewhat descriptive of the relationship between the soloist and the
ensemble. Although there are moments of calm and of sudden swirling
activity, the drama of the work is generally subservient to the immediate
sensuousness of the musical gesture and sonority.

Exton Fragment and Responses for sampled orchestral groups (2016-18)
To establish the link between the Exton research thesis and the creative portfolio,
various options were explored. The path that seemed the most worthwhile led to
the completion of this set of works. Without repeating details outlined in the
thesis, the essential concept was to take a promising but very short and incomplete
‘fragment’ of an un-named Exton orchestral work, and frame it in such a way so to
give it some lease of life—logistically very unlikely under normal circumstances,
given its extreme brevity (14 bars) and large orchestral forces required (incl. piano
and harp).
Rather than attempt a clumsy, and in many ways disrespectful ‘completion’ of the
work, the original fragment is left intact, to then be followed by a series of equally
brief ‘responses’. The original Exton Fragment was realized in computer
sequencing software, using a commercial orchestral sample library. This is
followed by three electronic manipulations of material, plus a fourth response
being a sequencer/sampler realization of an orchestral score by this candidate.
This last response is based on similar textural, timbral, and spatial concerns as the
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Exton. The three electronically produced responses are intended to provide
stepping stones between the Exton and Benfall scores. In this respect, the overall
work is a dedication to John Exton, who for several years was the candidate’s
composition tutor at UWA.
To be clear: the score of the original Exton fragment is not included in this portfolio
as it is not part of the creative submission. It’s audio realization, however, is
included to make sense of the following responses. The three computer responses
are presented as audio files only, with the fourth response being presented as an
audio file plus accompanying score.
The overall form of the entire work is as follows:
1. John Exton ‘Fragment’ for three orchestral groups
2. Response I : Fragment electronically treated
3. Response II : Fragment electronically treated
4. Response III : Response IV electronically treated
5. Response IV for sampled orchestral groups
All computer treatments and transformations utilize GRM Tools® software,
principally sample interpolation and granular manipulations, to explore various
states of purity and noise. Essentially, Response I, II, and III may be characterized as
‘pure’, ‘noisy’, and ‘breathy’ respectively.

The Trees That See The Diamond Rain for bass clarinet, percussion, and
fixed media playback (2019)
To start with the metaphor: the bass clarinet’s woody timbre is set within a
landscape of largely metallic sonorities, with the audio playback expanding the
overall sound palette beyond that reasonably achieved by the two live players. The
bass clarinet explores its own sonic territory, ranging from rhapsodic melody to
complex noise-based multiphonics, plus various other extended techniques. The
percussion part, in many respects, bridges the divide between the bass clarinet and
audio components, and interacts with the material of both.
The form of the work is one of essentially free-flowing development, with several
distinct shifts in character along the way. Largely without meter, the rhythmic flow
is typically elastic, though a few short sections feature strict rhythmic
synchronization, suggesting some sort of ‘imposed rule’ over the texture, though
this is not meant to be taken literally, and all metaphors are at best tenuous.
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Generative Trio modular analog self-generating patch (2016)
Concept:
A 3-voice self-generating analog patch that presents a sonically satisfying set of
contrasting yet complimentary timbres and textures:
A prominent cello-like melodic voice (Voice 1) provides short rhapsodic phrases
over a complex bed of contrasting materials, mainly filtered noise-like utterances
(Voice 2). An underlying ambience of fidgets, whispers, and clicks (Voice 3) gives
the piece a restless energy that reinforces the yearnings of the ‘cello’.
System:
The actual Eurorack system (‘Benny’s Real Rack’) with exact module
specifications can be viewed at:
https://www.modulargrid.net/e/racks/view/385049
Recording:
The available 13min. recording is of a single-take live performance, with the three
voices initially captured as generated. The recording of each voice was, however,
onto a separate track to facilitate post-capture refinement. The final master is thus
a ‘shaping’ of the performance, achieved mainly by cutting small sections from
each track to create greater contrast. Final mastering added typical processes, such
as panning, EQ, and ambience, to the final stereo mix.

Set No. 1 for 10-piece ensemble (2019)
This set of three short pieces is the first completed instalment in a larger group of
similar ‘sets’. Together, they will present various compositional preoccupations,
largely adhering to styles that are more easily described as ‘approachable’ for nonexpert music listeners. Intended for gallery/club performance rather than concert
hall, the jazz/rock/minimalist influences are openly displayed. The ensemble is
intended to be amplified, and improvisational elements will most likely be a facet
of future instalments, which may also feature slightly varied instrumentation to
that of Set No.1.
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A Parting Quietude for piano quartet (rev. 2018)
This is one of two earlier works recently revised, and included in this portfolio to
present a fuller picture of the candidate’s creative endeavours in recent years.
A Parting Quietude was commissioned, premiered, and recorded by the Australian
Piano Quartet, in its 1990’s line-up:
Peter Exton – violin
Berian Evans – viola
Rod McGrath – ‘cello
Roger Smalley – piano
The original work has been shortened, and in some instances edits were
overlapped, all with the view to preserving the excellent studio recording of the
work; the recording was edited first, with the score edited to match.
The work is often thinly scored, featuring short solos from each string instrument
in turn. The prevailing meditative mood is occasionally usurped by rapid flurries
that dissipate soon after commencing, as if short-lived intrusions into the
otherwise introspective sound-world.

Empathy for flute, violin, and ‘cello (rev. 2018)
The second of the included revisions, Empathy was commissioned by the Seymour
Group and premiered by them in 1995. First revised in 2010, it has been further
shortened, with several edits correcting or improving numerous details.
The essential premise is summarized by this passage, from the score preface:
The title is a metaphor for the instruments and their interactions.
Empathy is a conversational piece: the instruments are characters whose
discourse is often garrulous, yet interspersed with moments of reflection
and concordance.

Of all the works presented in this portfolio, Empathy most closely reflects Exton’s
own contrapuntal predilections, motivic development, and preference for the
string family. However, rather than being a conscious tribute to Exton, the work
shows a similar attraction to counterpoint as an ideal vehicle for discursive
musical textures.
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