
How could a composer come to write “rational” melodies? For one must not lose sight of the 

fact that there is something of a contradiction between these two juxtaposed terms. “Melody” 

in common parlance implies the song of the soul, the inmost expression, a living and free 

reality that transcends the very structures that produced it. Without doubt any melody is 

partially rational in its construction, but not totally rational, and in the last analysis, the thrust 

of its direct expression liberates it from all formal constraints. Here, on the contrary, 

rationality invades everything and defines each melodic movement. The succession of notes 

in each of the 21 pieces is subject to rules that can be expressed in a mathematical 

formulation. So where is the soul in all that? Has modern music lost this on its path of 

evolution? 

 

Tom Johnson, born in 1939 in Greeley, Colorado, belongs to a generation of American 

composers who founded musical minimalism. We know that this term was first applied to the 

visual arts, notably to Donald Judd, Robert Morris, and particularly Sol LeWitt, whom 

Johnson recognizes as an influence. In music, at the same time, the composer of the Rational 

Melodies was always fascinated by the practices of La Monte Young, or of Phill Niblock, 

both of whom work with tiny variations within a static sound continuum. He testified often to 

this in his reviews in The Village Voice between 1972 and 19821. But his own writing - and 

the word “writing” is important here - is rooted rather in “repetitive” music, still expressed in 

traditional notation, and based on rhythmic pulsations and defined scales (just what is 

necessary for writing “melodies”). One might add that Johnson already demonstrated a certain 

taste for repetition in the composition course of Elliott Carter at Yale in 1960-61, where he 

did his exercises in serial composition with static elements that were not at all in the spirit of 

this music. It was natural then that several years later, in composing, for example, An Hour 

for Piano (1971), he aligned himself with repetitive minimalsm. 

 

However, the following years have shown more and more clearly that it is not the repetition in 

itself that interested him, but rather the idea of music as a process. Steve Reich applied this 

idea brilliantly in his phase pieces, and proposed a formulation for this in his famous article of 

19692. But after 1975, while the same Reich distanced himself from the radicalism of his first 

works, and younger American composers came out with music that was lusher, more 

expressive, even sentimental, Johnson insisted on the unrelenting rigor of formalized 

processes with, for example, the 60-note Fanfares for Four Antiphonal Trumpets (1975), or 

Trinity (1978), or Eight Patterns for Eight Instruments (1979). The Rational Melodies, 



composed in 1982, may be regarded as the outcome of this research, first of all by their sheer 

quantity, but also by the fact that they summarize brilliantly and clearly procedures from the 

past, present and future, which together characterize his work: Combinations of cycles of 

different lengths (I, IV, XI, XVII, XVIII), permutations (VII, X), the paper-folding or 

"dragon" formula (II, XIX), other automata (XVI, XX), or self-similar structures (XIV, XV). 

Moreover, the composer generously explains the techniques used in each piece in his notes at 

the end of the score, of which he is also the editor, under the name of Editions 75.  

 

These explanations, however, are sometimes quite unnecessary, because the logic of the 

works from this period often remain sufficiently simple to be perceived directly in listening. If 

one thinks of the sculptures of Donald Judd or Sol leWitt, one remembers that in minimalism 

the structure is generally quite evident, with a total fusion of structure and appearance. 

Nothing superfluous, nothing inexplicable (even though the work as a whole remains totally 

unexplained). Johnson’s music adopts this form of obviousness, of simplicity, if you like. It 

has the audacity of simplicity. Take Rational Melody No. 1, for example. The melody sweeps 

over four notes, not more (as in The Four Note Opera, 1971), rising and descending in 

symmetrical moves, disturbed only by varied rhythmic groupings that are strictly ordered: 

1+5, 2+4, 3+3, 4+2, 5+1, 6. All this forms the first phrase, at the end of which one note 

remains, isolated, secondary, obliging the cycle to start all over from this new point of 

departure. The game reproduces itself seven times, after which the loop is looped, and the 

piece closes itself on its initial note. On reading this brief analysis, one realizes that 

attempting to describe verbally such a melody takes more effort than understanding it directly 

by listening. It is a bit like those board games where one gets lost in the initial explanations, 

but where everything becomes quite clear once one begins to play the game. 

 

The word “game” is important here. The music certainly develops in a logical process, 

following a rigorous formalism, but something playful coexists with this rigor. The durations 

of the pieces are rather short, in such a way that the question of time, in all its seriousness, is 

not primary, as it can be with other kinds of minimalist music – including Johnson’s own The 

Chord Catalogue (1986) entered into the revery of the long duration. Above all, the listeners 

are engaged as accomplices in their ability to perceive and follow the rules of the game, 

different for each piece, often smiling with satisfaction when they really understand and can 

predict the succession of notes. One has the impression of hearing a composer who amuses 

himself, and who does so most seriously for a game is not a game anymore if the rules are not 



respected. This entertainment dimension marks a clear difference with the repetitive music of 

the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, which has something hypnotic, something that surrounds you in 

an effect of cosmic depth. With the Rational Melodies, the dominant mode is lucidity, the 

curiosity of listening and thinking. Despite the geographical and esthetic origins of the 

composer, their playful character brings them perhaps all the closer to the games of Oulipo, 

"l’Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle", founded in France in 1960 by François Le Lionnais and 

Raymond Queneau, literary games in which formal constraints play a capital role. 

 

To bring Johnson back to the avant-garde stream in New York, out of which he came, another 

dimension of his work must be mentioned: the theatrical dimension. It is not a question here 

of theater as such, but of a certain theatricality that developed in the ‘60s via happenings and 

performance art, in a way that was often multidisciplinary. The work of Johnson caries heavy 

traces of this, right from the first piece in his catalogue, Action Music IV (1968),  followed a 

bit later by Scene for Piano and Tape (1969), and continuing in more recent pieces like A 

Time to Listen (2003) or Same or Different (2004). Numerous compositions use texts, most of 

the time written by the composer himself, and strikingly, most of the time taking the form of a 

commentaries on the music. A theatricalisation of the musical object is put into operation by 

this textual distancing. This manner of working was used with maximum effect already in 

1971 with The Four Note Opera, where the five soloists pass their time saying, in song, what 

the music they are singing is all about: “There are only forty bars in this duet. This is the 

second bar. There are only forty bars in this duet. This is the fourthbar…” Things move along 

about the same in later operas, whether it be the Riemannoper (1988) or Una Opera Italiana 

(1991, 2006). Moreover, numerous instrumental pieces use verbal explanations, such as Eggs 

and Baskets (1987) and Narayana’s Cows (1989). Radio pieces, a form valued by Johnson 

precisely because of the possibility it offers to combine sound art with commentary, fall 

regularly into the Johnson catalogue, ever since he settled in Europe in 1983. In a certain way 

one may say that even pieces of “pure music” like the Rational Melodies retain something of 

this tendency to make a commentary. Through the obviousness of their form, they are at once 

both music and commentary on music. They come to us staged by their own form, and they 

seem to challenge our power of perception by saying at each point, “Do you understand how I 

am working?” The omnipresence of game rules in these melodies, the literal way in which 

their logical principles are heard, or in short, their truly rational character, makes us perceive 

them as a discourse on the infinite possibilities of musical composition as game. 

 



For all that, one must not conclude that this music is purely intellectual, purely conceptual. 

Even if the structure of each piece is totally rational, totally explainable (a rare thing in 

music), Johnson’s art, like that of all composers, does not really make sense until it is 

transformed into sound. The interpretations of the Rational Melodies by the ensemble Dedalus 

particularly remind us of this. The musicians, with all the sonorous characteristics of their 

playing and their instruments, and of the recording itself, flesh out these logically constructed 

melodies, which through sound, touch the listener with their rhythmic animation, their 

movement, their stopping points, their harmonic colors. The musical logic is frequently made 

evident by Dedalus’s choices of nuances, phrasing, tempo, and orchestration, as for example 

in Rational Melody No. 8, where the instrumentation becomes thinner as the rhythm 

accelerates, making us feel the counting on several levels, and clarifying that this one melody 

virtually contains an entire polyphony of tempos. The varied sound colors are well 

considered, as when Denis Chouillet uses the toy piano instead of the piano, or in the third 

melody where each five notes of the scale is orchestrated differently, or in No. 16 where three 

instruments play in three different tempos, reminding us a bit of the heterophonic textures of 

Chinese music – an association suggested by the scale as well. 

 

All this, one will say, is the contribution of the Dedalus musicians, who are so creative in their 

way of transforming these monodies into ensemble music, and who, in doing so, give a 

sonorous reality to structures that by themselves are abstract. This is of course true, but sound 

and listening intervenes already before the music is interpreted. From the lessons he took from 

Morton Feldman at the end of the ‘60s, Johnson is pleased to remember the essential teaching, 

the advice to “let the music do what it wants to do”. This can be heard as an anticipated 

encouragement to use mathematical logic to compose, a method that in fact leads to detaching 

oneself from the development of the composition. But this must be understood also as an 

injunction always to keep the ears open, something Johnson certainly does at his piano, trying 

all sorts of logical possibilities, and retaining only those that produce an interesting sound 

result, surprising and alive (Do we perhaps find here once again the “song of the soul”?). 

Feldman also insisted on the necessity of finding just the right sound, and it is this that 

Johnson also does when he carefully gives each piece a particular scale, a meter, and a 

register, for clarifying the structure, and simply to make the music sound good.  

 

One sees then that these melodies are “rational” first of all because of history, the history of a 

certain minimalist music that places emphasis on the notion of processes, processes allowing 



musical forms to develop according to their internal logic, independently from capricious 

subjectivity. It is then the individual invention of Johnson, who caries on this process, but in a 

way that is more playful, more detached, and at the same time more thoroughly than with his 

predecessors: For him, in fact, the rationality goes further than in even the most radical works 

of Steve Reich, Philip Glass, or Frederic Rzewski. Distributing the notes becomes more and 

more a matter of mathematics, as if music and mathematics are the same thing – a heritage of 

an avant-garde that took cross-disciplinary procedures seriously, as when John Cage 

translated a star maps into music3. Of course, these melodies are rational in their conception, 

and their form results from a group of rules derived from logic or mathematics, not from an 

intrinsic musical “logic”, but from a way of thinking exterior to the music. However, since 

they are nonetheless music, that is to say that they are first heard inside the composer, then 

interpreted and heard by others, the rationality does not represent their entire existence 

anymore. The body comes into play, the sensitivity is touched, and the infinite and complex 

interplay of associations and emotions intervenes as in any other musical experience. 

Reactions of listeners on leaving concerts of Johnson often provide proof of this. 

 

Despite all, these melodies really are rational and this rationality is audible. The very special 

compositional method that gives them birth confers on them a profile, a personality, a 

completely unique way of moving and behaving in time, which is the mark of a true style. 

There is repetition, mechanical movement, stubborn and simplistic automatism that becomes 

almost funny at times, but there is also something solid, sure, inevitable, and full. And finally 

one sometimes also feels – listen to the sixth melody for example – that the eminently human 

playing of the musicians is strangely infused with something else, something we do not 

control. 

 

A truly successful work always has a good title, something Johnson proclaims himself. The 

title of the Rational Melodies is excellent. At once concise, literal, incontestable, it is not void 

of humor nor of provocation, and it triggers off with clairvoyance a whole problematic area 

that is at the heart of the esthetics of its author. After 1982, he wrote many other “rational 

melodies”, though giving them other names: Infinite Melodies (1986), Formulas for String 

Quartet (1994), Tileworks (2002-2005). The collection recorded here, let’s repeat it, occupies 

a key position in the evolution of Johnson’s music. It is this, without doubt, which with the 

cooperation of Dedalus and New World Records, gives the Rational Melodies the honorable 



and rare distinction of a piece of contemporary music that has been interpreted three times, 

very differently, on three different CDs. 

 

Gilbert Delor 

 

 

 
1 Published in Holland by Het Apollohuis in 1989 under the title The Voice of New Music, 

now available on line at www.editions75.com. 
2 Steve Reich, “Music as a Gradual Process”, Procedures/Materials, Marcia Tucker and 

James Monte, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 1969. 
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