
 

 

  

 
 

            
            
              

               
              

              
             
          

              
   

 
           

 
 

The  Grammatical  Structures  of  Process  Music:  exploring  the  music  of  Tom  Johnson  

through combinatory patterns    in  sound poetry   

Richard Glover 

Abstract: 
This article explores similarities between the permutational processes in sound poetry and 
process music, suggesting models for new music which supports audience comprehension of 
processual language. The use of textual materials within the poetry is examined, with reference 
to the analytic nature of the English language and how different sentence types arise in 
performance from the results of the processes employed. The article then translates this analysis 
onto music made from numerical processes, focussing in particular on the work of American 
composer Tom Johnson. By viewing the material of process music through a morpho-syntactic 
linguistic frame, this discussion suggests compositional methods and performance approaches 
which help to facilitate an audience’s understanding of the grammatical structure within a piece 
of process music. 

Keywords: Process music, sound poetry, Brion Gysin, Tom Johnson, grammatical structure 



 

 

                  

                      

       

 
     
     

     
     

     
     

   
 

                 

              

                  

               

                   

                

             

                  

               

    
 

   

 
               

              
                
    

 
                

             

               

                   

               

    
 

               

             

Brion Gysin’s I AM THAT I AM (1959) is a permutational poem using the ancient Hebrew phrase from 

the episode of the burning bush in the book of Exodus. The first six lines of the printed version of I AM 

THAT I AM read as follows: 

I AM THAT I AM 
AM I THAT I AM 
I THAT AM I AM 
THAT I AM I AM 
AM THAT I I AM 
THATAM I I AM 
(Kostelanetz, 1978, 373) 

Whilst an analysis of the whole poem could provide some answers to the creative design of the 

work (for instance, identifying places where lines repeat, or where retrogrades of previous lines 

occur), the visual layout of the text does not account for the experience of listening to the poem 

spoken aloud. Jason Weiss points out that such permutation poems, ‘may well be more effective 

on hearing them, for [Gysin] did not just change around the order of words in a phrase but read 

them out for the provocative new sense they made.’ (Weiss, 2002, 79) In his own performance, 

Gysin’s (1972) rendition of the poem varies considerably from the original text. Whilst 

following the changes of the process is itself of interest, it is both Gysin’s delivery of the text 

using different sentence types, and the specific nature of the words used, that have maximum 

impact in this performance. 

Gysin wrote that, 

permutated poems set the words spinning off on their own; echoing out as the words 
of a potent phrase are permutated into an expanding ripple of meanings which they 
did not seem to be capable of when they were stuck into that phrase’. (Burroughs and 
Gysin 1978, 34) 

This ‘expanding ripple of meanings’ is a description akin to the way that composers of process 

music describe how the rearrangement of materials can create new meaning. For example, 

Steve Reich wrote that, ‘[l]istening to an extremely gradual musical process opens my ears to 

it, but it always extends farther than I can hear, and that makes it interesting to listen to the 

musical process again’. (1968, 35) The similarities of using a process to extend, or expand, 

experience are clear. 

This article will explore how the use of language in sound poetry that employs systematic 

compositional techniques can reveal new insights into the application of musical materials in 



 

 

               

              

            

           

             

           

             

            

       
 
 

     

            

                

                  

            

                  

               

     
 

               

               

                

             

              
             

             

               

               

              

   

 

               

             

process music. I do not attempt to define a standalone ‘grammar of process music’, avoiding 

the approaches of a traditions of proposing generalised musical grammars as found in, for 

example, Zbikowski (2017) or Monelle (1992). Rather, I identify particular stylistic techniques 

in the permutational processes of English-language sound poetry that produce foregrounded 

effects, through linguistic deviation (Garvin, 1964). These techniques are then applied to the 

patterns within process music to generate proposals for materials and performance 

interpretations to expand communication of the process. This study also forms the groundwork 

for development in my reflection upon approaches to notation, materials and performance 

expression within my own process-driven compositional work. 

Permutational Sound-Poetry and Linguistic Structure 

Sound poetry, sometimes known as text-sound composition, is a poetical-musical genre which 

is intended to be performed or heard, not only read on the page; where articulation and 

expression in the sounding out of the written word is as significant as the process itself, so as 

to further explore the expressive potential within the numerical-based inquiries of process 

music. This article will focus on the specific body of sound poetry that emerged in the US in 

the late 1950s, whose structures exhibit the greatest similarity to the process musics that will 

be will discussed later. 

When Gysin makes poetry, he intends for these words to be dynamic and alive—stating, ‘you 

or anybody else can make them [the words] gush into action’—and his performance of his 

poems deliver on this action. (1978, 34) I AM THAT I AM and other performances, recordings, 

adaptations and arrangements present the wide latitude which Dean Suzuki (2015) has written 

of in reference to the range of ‘acceptable’ approaches to performance of Gysin’s permutation 

poems. This latitude welcomes a performer to unearth, communicate and extend the expanded 

ripple of meanings into their performance approach. Whilst this wider range of expressive 

performance modes might indicate an aesthetic decision on the part of the speaker, this article 

proposes that the efficacy of the materials of Gysin’s permutational poetry is appropriate to the 

kind of transformations employed, and thus have a greater inbuilt ability to communicate and 

engage listeners. 

To understand this, one needs to further consider certain aspects of the English language. In 

linguistics, languages can be classified in terms of morphological typology, which relates to 



 

 

              

           

             

                

           

              

               

                

            

              

               

                 

              

             

                  

                

               

               

                 

            

                

     

 

                  

                

                

               

              

                 

               

 
                
              

                 
      

how words are formed in the language. (Comrie 1989) Languages that rely primarily on word-

order to establish lexico-grammatical relationships are termed analytic languages (such as 

German or Mandarin Chinese). In synthetic languages, all grammatical information is built into 

the construction of the word via affixation, which means that the sequencing of words is much 

less important for understanding relationships between grammatical elements (such as the 

Subject or Object of a clause). Establishing language typology is not always clear-cut, and 

English is often described as a ‘mixed’ language, because it contains elements of both types,1 

but Present Day English is certainly much more analytical than synthetic: there are still a small 

number of inflections for expressing grammatical information such as tense, person and 

number, but word order is also crucial, since it is underpinned by a universal Subject-Verb-

Object syntactic structure (e.g. Louis (S) kicked (V) the ball (O)). Thus, in English, changing 

the ordering of words in a sentence has the potential to alter the perceived meaning of those 

words. This is particularly noticeable for ‘closed class’ words, such as pronouns (‘I’, ‘me’, 

etc.), determiners (‘a’, ‘the’), prepositions (‘in’, ‘of’, ‘on’ etc); and other grammatical particles 

(‘no’, ‘am’ etc). These grammatical classes are ‘closed’ in the sense that there is a finite set of 

these types of words, since new prepositions or determiners tend not to be added into the 

language.2 As a result, such closed classes appear to have very fixed meanings that are 

inherently linked to syntactic constraints. For example, I and me serve as Subject and Object 

pronouns, respectively, so if they were to appear in reverse order in a text, this would come 

across as extremely foregrounded, since it deviates considerably from our expectations. Me 

and I have very specific, differentiated roles in the language: me cannot start a sentence, and 

‘I’ cannot follow a verb. 

In I AM THAT I AM, the only words employed are closed class words, such as pronouns or 

prepositions; as described, these words are thought to be fixed in their meanings, and so the 

permuting of these words has a direct impact upon the perceived meaning of each word. Two 

‘I’s in a row renders them differently, as they are outside of the morpho-syntactic order 

understood by the audience. Starting a phrase with ‘That am’ similarly changes a listener’s 

understanding of that phrase, or the overall flow, in some manner, as they can engage with the 

different use of these closed class words. The choice of materials here supports the audiences’ 

1 Old English was a synthetic language, where word-formation relied purely on affixation, but these inflections 
have been lost over time for various language-internal and socio-cultural reasons. (cf. Fennell 2001) 
2 The introduction of new gender-neutral pronouns such as singular they, ze and ey to promote gender-inclusivity 
are a notable exception to this. 



 

 

           

 

 

                

           

 

     
     

     
     
     

     
   

 
      

      
      
      
     
     
  

 

            

             

              

             

                 

              

    

 

                  

               

              

           

              

               

            

                  

                 

engagement with the transformational process and promotes Gysin’s ‘expanding ripple of 

meanings’. 

Another example below is the printed version of the poem, followed by a transcript of the 

beginning of Gysin’s own performance of JUNK IS NO GOOD BABY 

JUNK IS NO GOOD BABY 
JUNK NO IS GOOD BABY 
IS NO JUNK GOOD BABY 
JUNK IS GOOD NO BABY 
JUNK GOOD IS NO BABY 
IS GOOD JUNK NO BABY 
(Kuri, 2003, 73) 

JUNK IS NO GOOD BABY 
IS NO GOOD BABY JUNK 
NO GOOD BABY IS JUNK 
GOOD BABY JUNK IS NO 
BABY JUNK IS NO GOOD 
JUNK BABY IS NO GOOD 
(Gysin, 1972) 

Here, as word-order changes through different permutations, it deviates from our expectations 

about individual clausal elements, for instance in the SVO syntactic structure described above. 

This deviation is thus foregrounded, and the meaning of words, and sometimes the entire 

phrase, is subsequently changed. Thus, English is an effective language for a permutational 

approach to process in sound poetry: the impact of the changing of word ordering is much more 

significant as the language itself relies upon word-ordering for meaning, much more so than 

more synthetic languages. 

Gysin’s performance of JUNK IS NO GOOD BABY, as that of I AM THAT I AM, differs 

somewhat from the printed text. As he departs from the strict processual ordering, he constructs 

each line as a different ‘sentence type’: the declarative (as a statement), interrogative (a 

questioning), imperative (a command) and the exclamatory (showing strong feelings or 

excitement). The listener hears the process of the meanings of these words changing; when 

viewed on a page, there are clear permutations apparent, but the performed emphasis helps to 

permeate the words with different meanings, be they humorous, provocative, assuring, defiant, 

etc. Gysin himself stated that, ‘the poets are to liberate words – not to chain them in phrases 

[…] poets are meant to sing and to make words sing.’ (Burroughs and Gysin 1978, 34) In 



 

 

                 

              

              

          
 

              

              

 
               
               
               
                
               
                

     

 
                  

              

                 

             

   

 
              

 
              

 
              

 
              

  
              

 
              

  
 
                

                

                

              

                

              

summary, my analysis so far has shown that there are two aspects of process in operation in 

these poems: the transformational process related to the characteristics of the language and the 

class of individual words; and the use of emphasis, intonation and other interpretative aspects 

integrated into performance to underpin and superimpose meaning on them. 

Emmett Williams’ cellar song for five voices (1960) uses a similar permutational process to 

transform the original sentence. The first six lines of this poem are as follows: 

somewhere bluebirds are flying high in the sky. in the cellar even blackbirds are extinct. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying high in the sky. even blackbirds are extinct. in the cellar 
somewhere bluebirds are flying in the cellar high in the sky. even blackbirds are extinct. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying in the cellar even blackbirds are extinct. high in the sky. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying even blackbirds are extinct. high in the sky. in the cellar 
somewhere bluebirds are flying even blackbirds are extinct. in the cellar high in the sky. 

(Young and Mac Low, 1963) 

As the title implies, this work is to be performed by five speakers. Each of the five speakers 

has their own section of the following sentence to read: “somewhere” “bluebirds are flying” 

“high in the sky” “in the cellar” “even blackbirds are extinct”. Below are the same six lines 

with my own formatting changes to emphasise the process underpinning the permutation of 

each speakers’ phrase: 

somewhere bluebirds are flying high in the sky. in the cellar EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE 
EXTINCT. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying high in the sky. EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE EXTINCT. in the 
cellar 
somewhere bluebirds are flying in the cellar high in the sky. EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE 
EXTINCT. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying in the cellar EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE EXTINCT. high in the 
sky. 
somewhere bluebirds are flying EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE EXTINCT. high in the sky. in the 
cellar 
somewhere bluebirds are flying EVEN BLACKBIRDS ARE EXTINCT. in the cellar high in the 
sky. 

This contrasts with Gysin’s works for two distinct reasons: all but one of the permutable units 

are groups of words, rather than individual words; and the five permutable units are each read 

out by a different speaker. The lengthier units mean that it quickly becomes difficult to follow 

when each new line begins—unless the speakers decide to deliberately leave a silence after 

each line—but the text does not suggest that this is at all necessary. Whilst following broader 

trends across even localised sections of the poem becomes difficult, what are perceivable are 



 

 

               

              

             

              

         

 

            

               

                  

            

             

                

           

  

      

              

            

               

                

             

              

                

      
 
              

            

              

               

                 

                 

               

 
                  

              
 

repeated groupings or words or phrases. As each speaker will have their own individual vocal 

qualities, these groupings of words become heavily differentiated, much more so than if a 

single speaker were reading the poem. Thus, audible aspects such as recurring combinations, 

appearances of certain vocal aspects earlier or later in the line, and different prosodic 

sequences, are all foregrounded within the listening experience. 

In addition, the performers are necessarily prompted to impose slightly different intonations, 

pacings and other features of speech onto their phrase depending upon where it appears within 

the full line. As in the pieces by Gysin, a mix of different sentence types are heard: some 

declarative, some interrogative, some imperative and some exclamatory. It is the combination 

of longer phrases and individual speakers that facilitates a stronger identity, or recognisability, 

for each permutable unit; were this piece to be performed by a single speaker, the resultant 

performance would lack the differentiation required to follow the transformations. 

Process Musics and Grammatical Structure 

These interpretations of Gysin’s and Williams’ work can be applied to music built from 

systematic processes, due to the shared similarities in creative approach. Reichian gradual 

process would be the archetypical model to employ here, as quotes from his 1968 treatise 

outline a musical process which once set up and loaded, “runs by itself”. However, Ross Cole 

has demonstrated how Reich later employed a “form of calculated intervention” (Cole, 230), 

by describing the necessity to maintain a “lightess and constant ambiguity”; Reich stated that 

“if you don’t build in that flexibility of perspective, then you wind up with something extremely 

flat-footed and boring”. (1984: 130) 

A more effective model here is what Jennie Gottschalk defines as ‘[p]laying with numbers’ 

(2016, 55), foregrounding the work of American composer Tom Johnson. A respected 

mathematician in his own right, Johnson has outlined his approach to musical presentations of 

numerical processes by stating that, in a mathematics context, he would need to eliminate all 

but one of the combinations of a particular pattern. However, as this music is just “looking at 

numbers”, he states that “I’ll leave them all in. It’s not only the truth that matters. Variations 

of the truth are fascinating as well.” (Johnson, 2014: 73)3 Resonating with this is composer 

3 Johnson was a critic for the Village Voice before becoming better known as a composer, and wrote 
about many of Reich’s early process works; following earlier positive reviews ('La Monte Young, 



 

 

             

              

              

             

                 

              

          
 

                   

             

                

            

         

            

             

            
 

              

                 

             

                

               

              

             

                 

               

 
                
                 

              
    

                
                 

               
               
               

                  
             

Michael Parsons arguing that “[r]ational procedures are…a method of inquiry: within a defined 

field, further relationships can be discovered” (Parsons, 1976: 816). Gottschalk goes on to state 

that the composer “determines what patterns will be interesting…and how exactly they are to 

be translated as musical elements” (2016: 55). Whilst various scholars describe the impersonal 

aspect of process music,4 here I intend to present the use of numerical processes in music as 

Parson’s “method of inquiry”: an argument put forward by composers through music to be 

performed, along with the attendant focus on expression in interpretation. 

The aim here is not to suggest what is deemed as a singular best practice, but rather to explore 

the various ramifications of using different materials within process music, as demonstrated by 

the use of different operations of words in sound poetry. Just as word order can determine 

semantic meaning in English language sound poetry, different kinds of transformations of 

specifically-chosen musical materials and performance approaches with different “sentence 

types” can have significant affect on listeners. Before exploring particular instances of 

numerical processes in music to understand different approaches taken, a discussion of the 

necessity of audibility of the process will help provide further context. 

Any composer using an iterative process cannot simply expect the audience to grasp the 

mechanics of that process. This article proposes that the piece has to be more than just ‘the 

process’, and that the composer must take responsibility for communicating and expressing the 

nature of that process, whatever they consider that to be. To understand a process, one must 

understand what is actually being processed. To do that, one must have already internalised the 

“grammatical structure” of the initial material, in order to grasp greater meaning from the 

transformations. A French or Mandarin speaker with no knowledge of the English language 

would not be able to gain the same kinds of peculiarities in experience that an English speaker 

would upon hearing any of the sound poetry already discussed. For an English speaker, the 

Steve Reich, Terry Riley, Philip Glass' (1972)), 'Steve Reich Tries out Two Works' (1973)), by 1976 
Johnson bemoaned the lack of performer freedom in Reich’s music, sensing that is did not build upon 
what Johnson argues were the American avant-garde traditions inherited from the early 1960s ('Steve 
Reich and 18 musicians'). 
4 Wim Mertens has stated that “the importance of [Reich’s] phrase shifting process lies in its 
impersonality” (1983: 48), “that a work becomes a process when it relates only to itself” (1983: 89), 
and that the process composer is “striving for impersonality and removal of subjectivity from [their] 
music” (1983: 54). Jonathon Bernard has described the “impersonal emphasis upon the surface of the 
work”, and Michael Nyman states that the “[p]rocesses allow Reich...to step aside from his material 
so that the continuity is not decided at each stage by his own subjective decisions (1974: 152). Reich 
himself states that processes “give one a direct contact with the impersonal” (1968). 



 

 

              

             

               

              

                

                

 

 

               

                  

                 

                 

                 

             

                

               

    

 

              

    

 
               
                 

                
      

 
              

                 

              

              

                   

    

 

               

             

               

language has already been internalised, and thus the meaning from the initial phrases (and 

consequently the transformations of the word-ordering) are easily gleaned; music with a similar 

aim must work to facilitate a similar internalisation of the initial materials through a shared 

grammatical understanding. This leads to the question of, in process music, what the composer 

considers as most important for the listener: the ability to follow changes related to the process, 

or an understanding that all the combinations of a process are presented, or even other concerns 

entirely. 

Composer Dean Rosenthal states that what he defines as ‘catalogue’ works in which all results 

of a process are heard, ‘offer new and discrete modes of perception to both the ear and the 

intellect … [w]e are confronted with physical geometry, yet we are looking at a form of art’. 

(2016) But for the music to appear as geometry to a listener, they must first understand that 

there is a formal process at work; no composer can rely on some form of information (for 

instance, programme notes) having been studied before experiencing a piece. As such the 

nature of process must be made overt in order to present Rosenthal’s seeming paradox of the 

presentation of physical geometry, along with an understanding that what is being heard is a 

form of art. 

In contrast, composer Mike Winter explains how his own listening expectations differ to those 

of Tom Johnson: 

I take a different stance than Tom Johnson, although I appreciate his position. Tom feels 
that if you can’t hear the logic, then the piece has failed. I accept that someone could 
appreciate the piece on some other level I had not considered or on their own terms 
altogether. (quoted in Rosenthal, 2016) 

In the context of the current discussion, these are two distinctly contrasting positions on 

whether the composer of a work built entirely from a process should deem the piece to operate 

ineffectually if that process is not understood by a listener. Winter’s position takes a 

compromising course in which a listener may comprehend the process being sounded out, but 

if they do not then they may be drawn to other facets of the music which might engage them 

in entirely different ways. 

However, since a significant effect of both the Gysin and Williams works discussed above are 

the ‘expanding ripple of meanings’ brought about from the transformed materials when they 

are permutated, I propose that a responsible process music composer needs to consider how a 



 

 

              

            

             

               

               

                 

             

                

           

              

              

             

            

              
 

    

             

             

                

              

              

              

          

               

               

               

              

           

      

 

            

                

             

               

non-inflected status can be imposed onto musical materials in order to best generate this 

expansion of meanings. This could be something that has a standardised, directly 

comprehensible order, or something where any change has significance outside of simply the 

change itself: the materials should be chosen appropriately for the process, in that the process 

and materials should bring about a clear understanding of the piece to the audience. The 

language must be defined clearly first: a composer of process music must do what they can to 

facilitate internalisation of the grammatical structure of their language within the audience first, 

in order for the process to have significant impact. It is therefore important to assess which 

kinds of materials can sufficiently communicate their own grammatical structures; Gysin’s 

employment of fixed closed class words may point toward solutions, but more profound issues 

regarding whether notes, chords or rhythms are sufficient are raised here; composer need to 

consider whether there are materials, or characteristics of materials, which are more effective 

at communicating a grammatical structure within a process. Materials must be employed 

dependent on their inflected or non-inflected nature within the context of a particular process. 

Discussion of Individual Works 

To explore different approaches available, it is beneficial to briefly survey some existing 

examples of process music compositions, to understand the efficacy of different methods of 

facilitating the audience’s understanding of the process. Alongside a set of pieces by the author, 

four different compositional models by Tom Johnson, a key composer of process music, are 

discussed. None of the following is intended to be a negative critique of Johnson’s ground-

breaking work, but the analysis rather takes Johnson’s methods as a springboard for further 

discussion; Johnson himself was well-versed in combinatorial sound-poetry as demonstrated 

in his Village Voice critiques of for example the International Sound Poetry Festival in 1980 

(Johnson, 2002), and thus is a important historical figure for the present study. The discussion 

of the pieces is split into two parts; firstly, four pieces with different approaches to 

permutational process will be explored, before the discussion moves onto the analysis of two 

further pieces which utilise distinctly contrasting processes and consequently different modes 

of internalization of the grammatical structure. 

Johnson’s Rational Melodies pieces from 1982 are written for undesignated instrumental solo, 

and each of the 21 melodies follow a numerical system which is translated onto a pitch 

sequence. Both Rational Melodies III and VII are created from permutational processes which 

shift the ordering of pitches in a logical, predictable fashion throughout. Both have what could 



 

 

                

             

             

              

 

                

             

               

             

                 

               

                

              

                

              

            

               

                 

             

               

 

              

               

              

                

                 

            

                

               

            

          

 

           

            

be described as non-inflected musical materials (that is, the pitches are set within a pattern with 

determined rules); however there are nuanced differences which I believe makes III more 

successful in promoting the grammatical structure of the initial ordering of the non-inflected 

material to the listener, in order for the process to have greater impact. 

Rational Melodies III begins with an additive process to introduce all five notes in sequence at 

the beginning of the piece, prompting listeners to focus upon the intervallic relationship 

between each note (in this case, a whole tone) in heightened detail. The scale essentially 

demonstrates the grammatical structure which the piece then goes onto transform, and as 

listeners are made more familiar with the scale with the gradual addition of notes, more of an 

investment with the sound of that particular set of notes is generated, therefore increasing the 

potential for an expanded range of meanings as a result of the permutations. In contrast, VII 

states the initial minor pentatonic pattern just once, in full, before the permutational process 

begins. It is not given that the audience will be able to internalise the grammatical structure 

from this statement. These melodies could be played with emphases placed upon notes, or 

combinations of notes, which might bring about interesting, provocative, or other meanings. 

Johnson states about the Rational Melodies that ‘[a]fter a few bars, the sequence had begun, 

the rules were clear, and the rest of the piece was inevitable’ (Johnson, n.d.); by framing these 

pieces in a wider argument about facilitating understanding, one could call for further 

intervention on the part of the composer to highlight certain aspects of the process. 

Johnson states that for composers such as Alvin Lucier, Paul Panhuysen and Steve Reich, 

‘[they] are not really composing so much as simply letting music arise out of circumstances 

that they can not personally control. They are finding music which somehow already exists.’ 

(Johnson, n.d.) However, to me this does not quite encompass all the decisions which are taking 

place in the creative act here. To his statement, I would add ‘and placing it within carefully 

selected pitch sets with particular intervallic and frequential hierarchies which highlight certain 

iterations over others, and which the composer could adjust as required.’ It is a pedantic, but 

important, point; there are many manners in which to render these processes, and those that 

integrate non-inflected materials will better support the listener’s comprehension of the initial 

material and how the process affects the constituent elements. 

I have written previously about Philip Thomas’ noninterventionist code of performance 

approach within process music (Glover, 2018), and many recordings of Rational Melodies 



 

 

              

             

            

           

            

             

             

             

              

  

 

             

              

             

               

                 

                

              

                

                

               

            

            

           

              

             

          

 

                  

              

                

                 

                

      

adopt a non-interventionist approach, as suggested by the lack of performance markings in the 

score (for instance Blume, 1990, and Dedalus, 2012); but scores and other performance 

instructions could be made to empower performers to consciously impose their own 

interpretation upon these pitch sequences. The po-faced performer becomes a raconteur, 

placing emphasis, changing sentence type, to heighten significance of certain pitches, phrases, 

shapes, and bring different meanings into the performance. Pitches, modes or scales could 

remain undefined, and performers invited to choose their favourite sounds or combination of 

sounds. This encouragement of performers to shape the performance, and thus strengthen the 

audience’s comprehension of the process, could enhance the experience for all involved in the 

music-making. 

The permutational process in Tango for solo piano (1984) presents a distinctly different 

listening experience to the Rational Melodies as the permuted melodic material is framed in 

the recognisable environment of a tango accompaniment. The process is not foregrounded as 

much as in the Rational Melodies, particularly due to the accompaniment but also because the 

five pitches are sounded at speed in their short phrases. The five notes from the Lydian minor 

scale are all close to each other, played without any change in emphasis which ensures greater 

similarity and less differentiation. There are no clear rules determining the pitch-order of the 

initial phrase, which suggests more of an ‘inflected language’at play. Because of this, it quickly 

becomes very difficult to follow the changes within the process; there is a continual sense of 

change as the lack of repetition is clear, but attempting to understand how each new 

permutation differs from the initial material—and as such the potential for greater expression— 

is lessened. Whilst avoiding commenting upon Johnson’s intention, one might imagine another 

version in which modulations, tempo changes, or other, signalled significant permutational 

orderings; these might support the comprehension of the process at play. Similarly, in Rational 

Melodies III, the integration of sentence types in performance could bring about further 

differentiation and audience facilitation of the processual grammatical structure. 

In my own pieces Logical Harmonies 1 & 2 for solo piano, from 2010, the circle of fifths 

harmonic progression is phased against itself across two hands (figure 1). The pieces are 

designed in order for listeners to hear the nuanced changes to the circle of fifths throughout, 

but the sense of a phased process can dissipate reasonably quickly . The contrasts in the changes 

between each new phase vary considerably as well, and this can draw attention away from the 

linear process within the composition. 



 

 

 

 
        

 

                  

             

               

             

             

              

             

                 

                

              

            

                

   

Figure 1: Richard Glover, Logical Harmonies 1 (2010) 

In my reflections on the piece, I critique whether the circle of fifths is familiar enough for the 

internalisation of the grammatical structure; were there to be more repetitions of the 

progression at the beginning of the piece in order to demonstrate the non-inflected nature of 

the chord progression, this might go some way towards enabling this internalisation. Composer 

David Pocknee’s comments on ‘completism’ are relevant here; ‘completism’ is a term which 

has been used to describe permutational pieces which exhaust all possible permutations of a 

sequence before concluding. Pocknee states that, ‘[i]n completism you listen very carefully, for 

they shall say this only once. Each permutation of the title is iterated once, and once only.’ 

(Pocknee, 2017) The application of the circle of fifths here (and the initial material in Rational 

Melodies VII and numerous other processual pieces) demonstrates that intent to present all the 

permutations, before then ceasing. No permutation is emphasized in performance, which fulfils 

a clean, austere desire but may leave a listener with no clear understanding about the process 

being sounded out. 



 

 

 

                

           

              

               

                

                    

                 

            

             

            

     

 

                

               

               

           

               

                 

              

               

                   

             

             

                

              

             

           
 

                

              

              

                 

              

In a review of Logical Harmonies I, Brian Olewnick described listening to the music as a 

‘processional’ experience, of ‘walking through a large church-like interior’, (Olewnick, 2013) 

without his having followed the harmonic phasing process; this brings to mind Mike Winter’s 

perspective of accepting that a listener can find their own engagement with the piece, outside 

of the systemic process itself (I certainly had not made this piece to resemble a processional, 

but it is clear to me how it could be heard as such). My own reflections prompted me to question 

what else I could have imbued the materials with, in order to support the comprehension of the 

phased process and thus generating new meanings for those materials. Having evaluated 

different approaches within permutational process in music, I will now explore two further 

pieces by Johnson utilizing contrasting processes and modes of performance to demonstrate 

effective communication of process. 

Narayana’s Cows (1989) is one of a number of pieces by Johnson catalogued as ‘Music with 

text’ in his list of works, which includes modes of presentation such as performers speaking, 

accompanying texts for audiences to read, or an accompanying narrator. The latter is the case 

with Narayana’s Cows. The narrator model reinforces Johnson’s aforementioned position of 

regarding the listener’s comprehension of the logic of the process as of upmost importance. A 

narrator is built into the design of the piece; they explain the numerical system at play (in 

Narayana’s Cows, this is a conundrum devised by a 14th century Indian mathematician to 

demonstrate the rate of expansion of cows across a set number of generations, beginning with 

just a single cow and her calf) in order for a listener to attempt to track the transformations in 

the piece; Johnson clearly intends the listeners to comprehend the additive process being 

sounded out. This model superimposes a grammatical structure onto the musical materials, as 

each new lower pitch represents the next generation of cows in the process thus providing a 

clear pitch-ordering set of rules for the listener and confirming a non-inflected status. The 

narration facilitates the internalisation of the grammatical structure by the audience, by explain 

the underlying principle (that of bovine reproduction) of the composition. 

James Tenney is quoted in Steve Reich’s ‘Music as a Gradual Process’ manifesto as stating that 

that, in a situation in which a compositional process and a sounding process are one-and-the-

same-thing, “the composer isn’t privy to anything” (Reich, 1968, 35); however, this still relies 

on the audience’s listening capacity to attend to the sound in a way which meets the composer’s 

own conception on how the music is made and performed. Without explanation, the audience 



 

 

               

             

            

             

         

 

               

                  

           

           

           

                

                

                

              

                

                

              

           

               

    

 

              

                  

                

                

               

                  

              

              

              

                

            

must meet the composer’s approach to process, whereas in the pieces by Gysin and Williams, 

permutational processes are far easier for non-specialists to engage with, as the grammatical 

structure within which words are permutated is already shared between composer and 

audience. Pieces with integrated narrators and more informal workshop formats can help to 

promote that same level of engagement within process music. 

The Chord Catalogue for solo piano from 1986 moves through all 8178 combinations of one-

to thirteen-note chords on the piano within an octave. As a listener and viewer, the piece is as 

much about experiencing the pianists’ endurance of physical performance action and 

concentration, as it is about consciously following the continuous transformational process. 

Dean Rosenthal identifies the “gradually developing rhythmical patterns” (2016) which arise 

not from the score but from the physicality of the performer sounding out the process itself. 

Rosenthal describes The Chord Catalogue as not just a “list” but a lucid object with many 

structural interests; something in which a listener can recognise a kind of process at play, yet 

can be drawn towards other performative, gestural aspects. As the process gradually leads the 

pianist to playing denser chords, the tempo slows, and the audience is made aware of the 

struggle. Further, the audience is made aware of the reasons for the struggle as the expanding 

chordal material prompts different performative gestures – or sentence types – due to the 

physicality involved. Here, internalisation of the grammatical structure is facilitated effectively 

through the demands of performance, which result directly from what can thus be described as 

non-inflected process-appropriate material. 

CONCLUSION   

Process music offers a fascinating insight into how sound works, and how listeners perceive 

sound; however, makers of this music need to show, in a renewed way for each piece, why this 

is an engaging musical approach to experience. Johnson has stated that, ‘I want to find the 

music, not to compose it’, (Johnson, n.d.) however there is more than this to the creative 

compositional act. Regardless of how composers have found their process, it is the manner in 

which that process is presented which is crucial; this is how the music lives in the minds of 

those who experience it. Whilst some composers may adopt a more purist aesthetic approach 

in which process is presented with as little perceived intervention as possible, Gysin’s readings 

suggest to me that wilful interpretation in performance can create and support new meanings 

to audiences. It is the combination of Gysin’s delivery of the text using different sentence types, 

along with the process-appropriate materials, that produces the maximum effect. As languages, 



 

 

              

             

              

                

 

 

 

             

    

genres, meanings and interpretations of music become more and more diverse, it is beholden 

upon composers to create performance scenarios in which the syntactic structures of materials 

and processes can more readily be internalised by audiences. Composers need to engage further 

with audiences to allow them into the process, in order to enrich the perceptual, or listening, 

experience. 
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