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Abstract 
 
 
 

The composition commentary which forms the second part of the submission for this 

degree, outlines my individual compositional processes; it is concerned with the 

issues arising from the creation of an individual voice that can be perceived across a 

wide-ranging portfolio of compositions that explores different approaches from a 

variety of stimuli during a seven year period. 

Beginning with an explanation of how and why I compose music, there is a study of 

the genesis of my style and its primary influences with reference to how compositions 

from the recent past impact upon my contribution to Western art music. 

The second part of this writing is a discussion of the individual pieces in the folio of 

compositions presented in volume one explaining the techniques, forms and 

motivation behind each work. 
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  Part I 
 
 

Compositional process: background, genesis and influence 
 
 
Introduction 
 

Producing the folio of compositions that accompanies this commentary and engaging 

with a reflective process has created a clearer understanding of my creative work.  

During the early stages of reflection, it soon became apparent that intuition was an 

important part of my composing methodology. Specifically, when referring to 

intuitive acts, I aim to describe a method where freely created pitches or rhythms are 

devised without reference to highly systematic procedures such as serialism or 

integral serialism. Whilst all creativity has in essence, an intuitive element, I consider 

it to be an important word describing my working, as my compositions only very 

occasionally have reference to tone rows or devised hexachords. A notable exception 

to the intuitive route is Piano Fracture (2012), discussed in part two of this writing, 

where specific modes or pitch sets have been explored with a greater degree of 

adherence to a process. However, a return to the intuitive often yields more personal 

and satisfying results providing a catalyst for the development of new material. 

In essence, my compositions derive from spontaneously selected pitches and motivic 

germs that generate an impetus for development. The extension, shifting and 

fragmentation of material after the initial ideas have been generated, combined with 

principals of counterpoint, dialogue, ritornello and periods of repose form an essential 

grounding for my style. I utilise an extended, non-functional tonality alongside 

octatonic principles that explore intuitive thinking occasionally allied with some 

experimentation with aleatoric or dodecaphonic concepts. 
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Improvisation has also played a part in some of the work in the folio. In one of the 

solo works for keyboard, Fractal Nocturne (2011), a harpsichord piece, freely 

extemporised passages were first recorded into a midi piano; the score was then 

edited using Sibelius software and developed as desired to provide a more idiomatic 

outcome, both in terms of notation and practical working for the hands at the 

keyboard. There were also smaller elements of this practise in the music for 

ensembles. 

The process of compositional research has naturally provided a basis for exploration 

and exploitation of new ideas, with the opportunity to hear some of the more extended 

techniques I employed in works such as Resquiat in Pace II performed by visiting 

artists and ensembles at the University of Liverpool. The period of registration for 

this degree has been, in effect, a new starting point, which has answered some 

questions with regard to my compositional skills and expectations leading to varying 

degrees of satisfaction with the final result of each new piece. This has, in turn, led to 

my composing being a deeper, more thoughtful event, moulding the musical 

abstractions of my mind into a more defined state. 

Structural thought processes in terms of form are clearly important here, although 

manipulation of material and instinctive creativity are more significant. Throughout 

the folio, the reader will find clearly defined sections in much of the work, where 

sudden changes in tempo provide a basis for new ideas; a springboard and 

opportunity to think differently and to provide contrasting material that, whilst being 

different in character comes from the same, immediate mind set as the first ideas 

behind a new piece. An early influence in this regard was the music of Michael 

Tippett (1905-1998). His structural procedures in works such as the Piano Sonata 
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No.2 (1962) have informed several of my pieces written in the last decade; this is 

discussed below. 

Little of the music in the folio was written concurrently with other work. Music for 

Genghis: Conflicts and Ease (2008-2012) is a project that came to fruition over a 

four-year period with clear breaks in the creation of new sections. Consequently, my 

method was usually one of completing a piece and giving my entire compositional 

thought to the music in question. However, as the period of registration for the degree 

came to a close, it was, of course, necessary to consider the content as a whole as 

revising and editing took place. 

The year 2009 was particularly important for my compositional development. During 

this time, two chamber pieces, the Clarinet Quintet and Stratagems and Encounters 

were written; they seemed to provide a turning point where I devoted time to working 

with more rhythmically detailed motivic gestures, intuitive, irregular and abstract in 

design. During 2013-2014 there was a significant period of development moving 

forward from the music of the Clarinet Quintet, in particular and developing further 

still my sense of line. This culminates in the final piece in the folio, the chamber 

work, Another Place, (2013-14). 

It is therefore my intention for a unifying compositional language to be apparent 

across the folio, whilst also demonstrating that writing for specific, ensembles with 

their own personal demands, constraints and challenges means that open mindedness 

is required; this triggers thought processes that have to deal with the instinctively 

expressive gestures sometimes through more limited ways.  

The period of registration for this degree was important in terms of strengthening my 

own style as a composer. I consider that I am not particularly ensnared by one 

specific methodology yet I have developed a discernible compositional voice. 
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Genesis of new works 

 

When starting a new work, listening to a piece of music by another composer can 

clearly provide inspiration, acting as a spur for a piece in a potentially similar style or 

structure. Examples of such works are discussed below. There is also the type of 

compositional response that comes from a commission or project with a group of 

performers. Whether these two types of example provide a different sort of output is 

not entirely clear; there can be extra musical elements involved in the procedure and 

there can be limitations in terms of range or difficulty imposed by an ensemble. 

Deadlines play an important part when responding to a commission as they can 

encourage and even demand, a more defined and organised response from the creative 

process. While these two examples are important, other aspects such as geographical 

location, climate and mood can also inspire new music. During improvisation, the act 

of thinking about the development of new music and experimentation with material 

becomes a simultaneous process. In my development as a composer, I have now 

become more accepting of the need to revisit and rework material, particularly with 

larger projects. 

In terms of form, the historical precedent of the returning theme being clearly 

established, I feel a strong pull towards the common practise of restating earlier 

material, although, not always exactly. There is usually some fragmentation, 

reworking, or combining of earlier ideas that remind the listener of an event, but the 

process does not reiterate the music in its entirety. This is evident in the Clarinet 

Quintet  (2009), Intermèdes (2011) and Another Place (2013-14). 

 In pieces of a longer duration, rhythmic germs and harmonies create thematic 

material, which in turn, give way to an indication of form.  In an attempt to justify 
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and define formal construction, Ghikas, (2004, 32) also considers this to be the case, 

stating that: 

The hierarchies which define the generation of material such as themes, gestures 

and harmony, also define to a degree the overall formal construction in manner of 

transpositions, proportions and large-scale resolutions. 

 
 
Influence, admiration and reaction to the music of other composers 

 

The music of Michael Tippett, referred to above, is particularly important in terms of 

structure and style; the sense of fluidity, freedom of line and the almost airborne 

quality of his music is appealing. The Piano Sonata No.2 (1962) with its eight 

changing tempi contribute towards this freedom; this can specifically be seen below 

in the tempo 4 material with its scurrying, fluid semiquaver patterns allowing the 

music to take flight: 

 

Example 1 

 

Piano Sonata No.2 for solo piano, bars 15-20, Michael Tippett (1962) 

 

The extended tonality, evident immediately in the arpeggiated G major 7th chord with 

added 9th, quartal figures and lydian inflections emanating from the added C sharps is 

reflected in my own writing. One such example can be found in the Fractal Nocturne 
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(2011) where the descending arpeggiated chords are punctuated by repeated G sharps; 

the underlying D major harmony in bar two below with the added sharpened 9th also 

has a lydian inflection as a result of the repeated notes: 

 

Example 2 

 

 

Fractal Nocturne for Harpsichord, bars 77-80, (2011) 

 

Alongside the broad sense of line, it is the sudden changes in tempo in the Tippett that 

appeal; a reaction to this can be found in my own work. Many of the pieces in the 

composing folio have these changes in tempo, although some of them are more abrupt 

than others. For example, there are sudden shifts of direction in Indiscretions with 

Sarabande (2007), Fractal Nocturne (2011) and Altered Arabesque (2011). Other 

changes are more prepared and anticipated. For example, in Another Place (2013-14), 

the closing statement of the first tempo I material dissipates slowly to make way for 

tempo II. (The structures of these works are discussed in further detail in part two of 

this commentary).  The tonal references in Tippett’s second piano sonata are also 

important to my style and as a reaction to this, extended tonality, traditional triads 

with added notes and emancipated dissonances, occur throughout my work. However, 

an exception is Resquiat in Pace I, (2008) which has stronger tonal references allied 
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with some of the more ‘open’1 and simpler ideas in the folio; the motivation for this 

piece is also discussed in part two of this writing. 

The, perhaps expected, traditional British line of influence in my compositions drawn 

from Tippett’s piano writing can also be extended to a lesser extent, to Benjamin 

Britten (1913-1976) and Peter Maxwell Davies (1934- ). However, it is the simplicity 

inherent in the music of Howard Skempton (1947- ) that has affected my thought 

processes to a greater degree; his piano miniatures are of interest with their essentially 

basic structures. Skempton is most important in his use of form and unabashed 

preparedness to use tonal frameworks to express his ideas. His compositional thought 

processes give credence to pieces in the composition folio such as Resquiat in Pace I.  

With regard to Skempton’s simplicity, Hill (1984, 8) suggests that: 

 

If one tries to explain why these miniatures seem so curiously substantial, one 

discovers that it is futile to expect an answer from analytical dissection.  

 

 The plain qualities in the writing of these miniatures are clearly evident in solo 

piano works such as Well, Well Cornelius (1982), Example 3:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 ‘Open’ in this writing refers to longer note values allied with a lack of accidentals in the music. 
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Example 3 

 

 

Opening of Well, Well, Cornelius, for solo piano, Howard Skempton (1982) 

 

There is an endearing straightforwardness in the largely diatonic melody in this piece 

written as a short homage to the life of Skempton’s teacher Cornelius Cardew (1936-

1981). The underlying harmony of the tonic and subdominant through bars 2-6 

prefaced by a descending diminished 7th is surprisingly effective. Here, the A naturals 

in bars 2 and 10 present more of a lydian inflection than a modulation to the dominant 

as they are underpinned by tonic harmony in the left hand. Skempton’s music is 

known for its simplicity of line which is evident both aurally and visually. It is this 

simplicity that manifests itself not only in Resquiat in Pace I but also in elements of 

the piano writing in Altered Arabesque (2011), which does not specifically exploit a 

simple, diatonic framework; here, a basic static structure with only one subtle change 

to the harmonic scheme in bar 8, Example 4, reflects this approach: 
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Example 4 

 

Altered Arabesque, alto saxophone and piano, bars 1-9 (2011) 

 

Further static writing is evident later in the same work (bars 83-94) where the 

saxophone states its material over an insistent, arppegiated chord in the piano: 
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Example 5 

 

Altered Arabesque, alto saxophone and piano, bars 83-88 (2011) 

 

Skempton’s orchestral work Lento (1990) is also of interest due to its semi-systematic 

gently shifting patterns with a simple harmonic scheme evident throughout. This also 

creates a link with Example 4 above, not specifically in terms of harmony, but 

visually; the ‘open’ appearance in the score created by the use of long, simple note 

values connects with this ethos. Hill (1984, 11) gives an interesting summary of 

Skempton's output: 

 

Far too much contemporary music is crowded with notes which promise much but 

signify all too little. Such pretentiousness cheapens and falsifies musical 

experience and numbs the spirit. Skempton's art is the perfect antidote. 

 

I have some affinity with their statement and whilst I am often interested in 

developing a greater density of texture than Skempton, an underlying structural 

simplicity is important in my own music that also emanates from the Tippett Piano 

Sonata No.2, that is, the delineation of new sections by new tempi with contrasting 
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material immediately apparent in each part. Dialogue and density have their place, but 

the form of each piece is usually clearly delineated despite occasional, more 

kaleidoscopic elements emerging as material is developed. 

The clear-cut homophonic chordal texture in Skempton’s Lento, the openness in a 

visual sense and clearly triadic harmonic language, can be seen in the string writing 

below: 

Example 6  

 

 

Opening of Lento, for Orchestra, Howard Skempton, (1990) 
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The orchestration is also simple in design with its opening upper strings statement 

reinforced by the lower strings from bar 10 imparting greater intensity and colour. 

This is inspiring due to its plainness, but it also acts as a reminder that basic rhythmic 

unity in tutti passages is effective. This style of writing informs the passage seen 

below from Another Place (2013-14), bars 109-110 and it is a direct reaction to 

Skempton’s Lento. There is strength to be found in the unity of this passage, although 

in the longer statement of this theme, there is some inner rhythmic diversity, and the 

music below is usually framed by more complex and imitative passagework: 

Example 7 

 

Another Place for chamber ensemble, bars 53-54 (2014) 
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Skempton was strongly influenced by the music of Morton Feldman (1926-1987) in 

his formative years. In conversation with Fallas (2012, 15), he describes the level of 

influence: 

 

I discovered Feldman really in the year I left school – or in that Summer, 1966 

and I think Feldman is by far the most important musical influence, because the 

piano music that I heard on the radio in 1966 was in many ways, as important as 

the Webern I had heard a couple of years earlier. 

 

Whilst there is simplicity and openness found in the music of Morton Feldman, the 

example below from Piano (1977), also exploits quintuplets in its rhythms and 

diminished 3rds in its pitches: 

 

Example 8 

 

Piano, bars 73-76, for solo piano, Morton Feldman (1977) 

 

Here, there is a rhythmic and pitch related link with Another Place (2013-14). The F 

sharp and A flat are exploited in both pieces and the quintuplets play an important 

part as a rhythmic device, (see Example 5 above). However, this was more of a 

subconscious reaction to this music, than a deliberate point of reference. 
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Octatonic scales have gained importance in my music, particularly in Intermèdes 

(2011) and Another Place (2013-14). Octatonic writing is evident in the work of the 

French composer, Pascal Dusapin (1955- ) whose music I also admire and 

consequently, his music is an emerging influence on my style. The Dusapin Seven 

Études for Piano (1999-2001) are particularly important in this regard. Conway 

(2005, 60) explains that: 

 

 The Etudes are Dusapin's first large-scale foray into writing music for the 

instrument. Lasting for just under an hour, they are rigorous and self-disciplined, 

founded upon plain gestures, characteristically laced with sadness and 

alternating between a sense of melancholic resignation and repressed rage at the 

music's inherent restrictions. The first Etude might almost be a 'Fantasia upon 

one note': the material rarely wanders from repeated fragments like a lone, 

wandering voice. By contrast the Fourth Etude begins in violent toccata-like 

spluttering, but is gradually stripped down to its own inner workings. 

 

I consider these Études to be informative and influential, particularly the calm and 

serene writing found in the third Étude of the set below, which has its obsessions with 

a single pitch, whilst exploiting pitches in close proximity, under the pianist’s hands. 

These gestures provide periods of tension, colour and intrigue, as Conway (2005, 60) 

states, “repressed rage” whilst returning to the overriding, important single pitch of A 

which maintains its importance despite the insistent grace notes that deviate and 

colour the longer notes: 
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Example 9 

 

Étude No3, bars 1-8, Seven Études for Piano, Pascal Dusapin, (1999-2001) 

 

In this third Étude, the influence often emanates from the sound world rather than 

specific notational details, although elements of this notation can be found in the two 

works that frame the beginning and end of the composition portfolio. Another Place 

(2013-14) has sporadic gestures that return to a single, important pitch, A. This can be 

seen in the clarinet part in bar 17: 

 

Example 10 

 

Another Place for chamber ensemble, bar 17 (2014) 

 

 

This decorative elaboration continues and is also in evidence in the violin parts I and 

II in bars 17-19 and is a direct reaction to the music of Dusapin: 
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Example 11 

 

Another Place for chamber ensemble, Violins I and II, bars 17-19 (2014) 

 

 An earlier reference to quick, fluid patterns can be found in the harpsichord writing 

in the introduction to Indiscretions with Sarabande (2007) where long tied notes are 

punctuated by the short rhapsodic gestures: 

 

Example 12 

 

Indiscretions with Sarabande for baroque ensemble, bars 1-4 (2007) 

 

The influence of Dusapin then, is focused on rhythmic ideas alongside harmonic 

implications and an admiration of his sense of long lines derived from a single pitch. 
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Minimalist compositional procedures are also influential in my music. There is a 

greater affinity for the music of Steve Reich (1936- ), rather than for his 

contemporaries, Phillip Glass (1937- ), La Monte Young  (1935- ) or Terry Riley 

(1935- ). For example, In Intermèdes (2011), this influence of the can be perceived in 

the extensive use of piano and xylophone playing repeated demisemiquaver figures 

within a narrow compass of notes such as in the example below from bars 37-38 

where the aim is to create a sense of stasis and in keeping with a minimalist aesthetic, 

a transient hypnotic effect: 

 

Example 13 

 

 

Intermèdes for chamber orchestra, bars 37-38 (2011) 

 

 Further similar patterns can be seen in the Introduction to Music for Genghis: 

Conflicts and Ease (2008-2012) where such devices are used with the intention of 

providing a driving, urgent atmosphere to the music with melodic ideas emerging 

around these gestures. In my music from 2009-2012, this was a particularly important 

device and insistent repeated notes, which are a partial echo of this trait, are evident in 

the tempo II music of Another Place (2014). 

The phrase in the example above takes its inspiration from repetitive semiquaver 

figurations found in the music of Steve Reich as is seen below in Piano Phase (1967): 
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Example 14 

 

Opening of Piano Phase, for 2 pianos, Steve Reich (1967) 

 

While the technique of phase shifting, where parts gradually lose synchronisation by 

gradually moving away from each other is not specifically employed in my work, the 

repetitive elements in my compositions exist to provide points of reference to the 

listener as thematic gestures around which, there are changes in colour through 

alterations to the orchestration.  

The music of Steve Martland (1959-2013) has also had some influence on my style. 

For example, Drill (1987), a twenty-five minute long work for two pianos, with its 

immediacy and forthright ebullience, is particularly appealing. Bye (1991, 194) 

describes the music thus: 

Drill is a work of strong personality and prodigious technical accomplishment 

as well as of an approachability in no way dependent upon artistic compromise. 

It falls into six sections which play without a break. The outer ones, slow and 

statuesque, involve sustained chords and pregnant silences. They frame four fast 

sections, each with its own distinctive material whose cumulative power, a sort 

of mega – Danse Sacrale – never lets up. 






























































































































































