
Wave Radiance  

In a mesmerising short work for two guitars, we discover how a composer can achieve variety and 

interest within a work that uses limited musical material, and repetition.   

Composer information:  

Philip Houghton (1954—2017)   
 
Date of composition: 2002 

Instrumentation: Guitar Duo  

Performers: Ziggy and Miles Johnston  

Duration: 07.00  

 

Background Information 

Extracts from Phillip Houghton’s website: 

“When I was nine, I got a guitar for Christmas. I didn’t like it so I used it as a cricket bat until it got 

smashed by a fast ball. Six years later I found it in the garage, glued it up and put one piece of fishing 

line on it. Chords were difficult, but when I found out I could play riffs like Wild Thing I began 

wondering about the other five strings. My world changed when I heard Jimi Hendrix and later on John 

Williams, Alirio Diaz and Julian Bream. Before that it had been the voice of John Lennon, Bugs Bunny 

cartoons, rain on the roof, cicadas, crickets, and radio static.” 

...As a composer Phillip is self-taught and his compositions reflect the influence of many styles: 

classical, jazz, rock, ambient and world music. His early influences include the music of Jimi Hendrix, 

The Beatles, Led Zeppelin, King Crimson, Gryphon, Gong, Miles Davis, Satie, Debussy, Ravel, Riley, 

Crumb and Eno, while his work continues to reflect a strong interest in art, mythology and the 

environment. 

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

After a brief introduction (sparse texture; silences interspersed with short chordal and melodic gestures), 

the main part of the work begins at 1.04. 

From 1.04 to the end of the work, the music is built entirely around a steady, pulsing, rhythmic pattern (it 

sounds like it is probably repeated quavers). 

This rhythmic pattern is constant, whether the composer chooses repeated chords, or short melodic ide-

as.  

The work is a great example of repetition and variation. Limited musical material is treated with ingenuity 

to create six mesmerising minutes, with subtle changes occurring throughout.  

Watch the video, while jotting down observations, and thinking about this question:   

How does the composer maintain interest, and provide variety, within this apparently “static” and re-

petitive aural landscape?  

Focus particularly on tone colour, dynamics, articulation, and texture.  

Note the different positions on the instrument where strumming and plucking occurs, and the way these 

changing methods of sound production influence and vary the sound. 

Also notice the way the composer shifts the focus between the two guitars, reminiscent of the way a film-

maker cross-fades between images and scenes, or the way a DJ cross-fades between songs. It is almost as 

though the music is constantly in transition from one state to another. 

Do you have guitarists in your class?  

Ask your guitarists to demonstrate and explain some of the techniques being used to achieve the wide 

range of tone colours in this work. 

Further Explorations 

Phillip Houghton also created a version of Wave Radiance for four guitars.  

Think about the extra possibilities and challenges that this larger ensemble might open up for composer 

and performers. Discuss. 

Steve Reich is an American composer who is famous for achieving variety and interest within music using 

limited material, and repetition. In his work Clapping Music, he creates an intriguing piece of music using 

purely rhythm, form, and the technique of “phasing” (popular in Minimalist music).  

Find a copy of the sheet music for Clapping Music, and a video of a performance, to see what can be 

done with limited musical material. Try performing it.  
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Creative Responses 

In the extracts provided from Phillip Houghton’s website, he refers to the sounds of cicadas, crick-

ets, rain on the roof, and radio static.  Can you hear connections with environmental sounds or im-

ages in Wave Radiance? 

Many composers have been inspired by environmental sounds. Australian composer Ross Edwards 

has created maninya compositions inspired by the pulsating sounds of insects. Here is an extract 

from Ross Edwards’ website in which he discusses this important influence on his work: 

 

...Far more important an influence than any music, however, was the natural environment, a time-

less continuum from which much of the structural material was distilled. I’ve found the ecstatic and 

mysterious sound-tapestry of the insect chorus in the heat of the Australian summer to be a particu-

larly fertile source of inspiration, and this is manifest in the somewhat quirkish periodicity of some of 

my early music. Although its presence is more abstract in the maninya pieces, it remains the supreme 

generative force behind everything I write. https://www.rossedwards.com/ 

 

Listen to the Third Movement from the Violin Concerto by Ross Edwards. You will hear an “ecstatic 

dance” typical of his maninya style. 

 

Explore the environmental sounds of the natural world around your school, home, or region. Focus 

on sounds that have a strong rhythmic, repetitive character. Record sounds that interest you. Ex-

plore musical possibilities that these sounds suggest to you. Create a short work based on this ma-

terial, drawing upon changes in tone colour, articulation, dynamics, instrumentation, and texture 

to create variety and interest.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.rossedwards.com/

