
Stele 

Repetition and variation can be heard in this short work for solo guitar. A haunting melody is 

presented in different ways, and we map how music elements are used to achieve this.    

 
Composer information:  

Phillip Houghton (1954 - 2017)   
 
Date of composition: 1989 

Instrumentation: Solo Guitar  

Performers: Ziggy Johnston   

Duration: 04.25 minutes  

 

Background Information 

Stele is the first movement of a larger work of the same name. The four movements are:  

1) Stele  

2) Dervish  

3) Bronze Apollo  

4) Web 

Phillip Houghton was acclaimed around Australia and internationally for his special insight into the 

guitar. His compositions for guitar (solo, and in ensembles) are widely performed by guitarists ranging 

from students, to famous soloists such as John Williams, and the Grigoryan brothers. When he died, 

musicians paid tribute to the great contribution he had made to Australian music, and to the guitar-

playing community.  

Click here for an article from the Melbourne Guitar Foundation website, written in tribute to 

Houghton. 

There are a number of meanings of the title word stele. Given the composer’s interest in mythology 

and art, and the names of the other movements in this work, perhaps the most likely meaning is: 

An upright stone slab or column decorated with figures or 

inscriptions, common in prehistoric times   

www.collinsdictionary.com 

Suggested Listening Activities for VCE Music Style and Composition 

https://www.australianmusiccentre.com.au/artist/houghton-phillip
http://www.ziggyandmiles.com/
https://melbourneguitarfoundation.com/2017/11/03/passing-phillip-houghton/
http://www.collinsdictionary.com


Suggested Listening Activities for VCE Music Style and Composition 

Activities 

Melody is an important aspect of this work. After a short chordal introduction, the main melody is stated. 

For most of the rest of the work, we hear variations upon this melody. The composer has used a range of 

compositional devices, involving different music elements, to vary his material. 

Watch the video a number of times, jotting down observations in response to the following questions as 

you watch: 

The main melody is heard at 41 seconds. Describe the characteristics of this short melody. Consider 

different aspects of the melody such as: what is the shape/contour of the melody? What sort of inter-

vals does it contain? Does it have a large or small range? What are its rhythmic qualities? 

Map the progress of the melody as it is treated in different ways, for example: variation in dynamics, 

tone colour, articulation, rhythm, texture, harmony; use of imitation, changing registers, changing ac-

companiment figures. A graphic might be useful in mapping the treatment of the melody. 

Towards the end of the work there is a contrasting section. How is contrast achieved?       

 

Further Explorations 

Explore another short work featuring a melody that is repeated and varied:  

Russian Rag by Elena Kats-Chernin.  

Find the Listen Up! activity sheet for a performance of Russian Rag by Ensemble Liaison.  

In this work for clarinet, cello, and piano, a memorable melody in ragtime style is varied in many different 

ways.  

Explore the Listen Up! activities for this work. 

Creative Responses 

Create your own “melody and variations” work. Your first step is to compose a short melody that has 

interesting possibilities for exploration. Next, explore different music elements as you use repetition and 

variation to build your work.  

If you would like to write for a solo instrument, draw upon Stele for compositional ideas and techniques. 

If you prefer to write for a small ensemble, draw upon Russian Rag for compositional ideas and tech-

niques.    


