










Not all musicians realize it, but Ben Johnston was a major figure in the Midwestern 
new-music world in the 1970s and ‘80s, comparable to John Cage on the East Coast 
or Lou Harrison on the West. He looms even larger in the world of microtonal music, 
for his string quartets, sonatas for retuned keyboard, and other works are among the 
most compelling works ever written in alternate tunings. Born with a phenomenal ear 
for harmony (in Macon, Georgia, in 1926), he became aware as a teenager that tuning 
twelve equal steps to the octave gave us chords that were not really in tune, and 
resolved to explore the possibilities of pure tuning, known as just intonation. In 1949 
someone gave him a copy of the brand new book Genesis of a Music by Harry Partch 
(1901-1974), an outsider composer who had come up with his own 43-tone scale and 
built his own instruments to play it. Johnston went to work as Partch’s assistant in 1950. 
He later taught at the University of Illinois from 1951 to 1983, touching the lives of 
generations of students who revere him.

 Beyond doubt, Johnston’s most widely-admired work is the Fourth of his 
ten string quartets: a theme and variations on the old hymn “Amazing Grace.” Written 
in 1973, it employs the efficient microtonal notation that Johnston invented for just 
intonation, using an expanded system of accidentals (adding sevens, arrows, pluses, 
and minuses to the sharps and flats). The piece is rather impressively based on a series 
of stepped expansions; the opening variation employs only five pitches per octave, 
then eight in the second, fourteen in the third, finally growing to twenty-two pitches in 
the seventh and eighth variations. This progression is mirrored by a similar expansion 

“More than 20 years ago, the music critic John Rockwell described  

Ben Johnston in the New York Times as ‘one of the best nonfamous composers 

this country has to offer.’ What has changed is that Johnston is now, I’d suggest, 

our best nonfamous composer.”

— Mark Swed, Los Angeles Times (2012)



in rhythmic complexity, at one point asking the first violin to play 36 even slow notes 
in the same space that the viola plays 35, and following later with rhythmic complexes 
of seven against eight against nine against ten. The advent of serialist (twelve-tone) 
music in the 1960s had created a sense that performers could eventually conquer any 
difficulties, and this spurred Johnston to ask for amazing feats of virtuoso rhythm.

 This makes the Fourth Quartet (sometimes informally subtitled “Amazing 
Grace”) sound dauntingly dense, and it is indeed extremely difficult to play; yet it 
has been often performed because it so keeps the beloved tune in the foreground, 
and audiences love it. The opening uses only the five necessary pitches, all tuned 
via perfect fifths for a rustic sound, like rural folk fiddlers. The first variation adds in 
sweeter triadic harmonies of thirds and sixths, relaxing the opening austerity. In the 
second, the tune sings sweetly above buzzing polytempos in nested three-against-
two rhythms, though the harmony still complements the tune. The third and fifth 
variations add new levels of tempo complexity, the fourth and sixth retreating into 
simpler rhythms with blues notes sounding a third of a half-step lower or higher, the 
way a jazz singer might sing them. The seventh variation is a repetitive buzzing over 
which the tune is eventually heard high up in cello harmonics. And the final variation 
is a pull-out-all-the-stops climax of polyphony, though finally the tune returns in all its 
nostalgic glory, and the music settles down to a quiet and simple final cadence.

 In later years Johnston generally returned to a less avant-garde idiom, and 
the String Quartet No. 9 of 1989 is in many ways a more conventional work. For one 
thing, the four movements are contrasted according to the usual classical practice, 
with the third movement slow and a final one in sonata form. The first movement, 
however, is brilliantly strange, comprising a series of rhythmic and textural studies in 
which almost all the pitches (justly tuned) are in a microtonally inflected scale between 
middle C and the C an octave above. By packing simple tunes so closely together and 
contrasting pizzicato and cluster chords, Johnston draws an amazing variety out of 
very tight limitations. The pent-up energy explodes into the second movement, 



a sprightly scherzo in 7/8 meter with a real tune drawn from the first seventeen 
harmonics of the harmonic series. The texture, with all four strings active throughout, 
shifts smoothly from key to key, with joyous returns to the tonic. 

 The slow movement gives the sedate appearance of real classical music, 
19th-century-style, with a stately theme in F major in 3/4 meter. The normality is 
deceptive, however; the listener may not notice that the tonality smoothly modulates, 
in Johnston’s notation, to the key of F- (21 cents flat, a cent being 1/100th of a half 
step), and later F-- (43 cents flat) before calmly returning to end in the original key. 
(I’ve heard this movement rehearsed, and it is a difficult feat for the performers.) The 
finale is one of Johnston’s most joyously normal-sounding essays, though with a little 
oddness due to the fact that the fiery first and graceful second themes are based 
on the harmonic series, and both couched in an unobtrusive 5/4 meter. In several 
places the tune ascends or descends, at varying speeds, through a hyperchromatic 
scale based on harmonics 16 through 32 of the harmonic series, and the cadence 
leading from the 31st harmonic (a quarter-tone below the tonic) is quite a thrill. The  
development begins with a fugue based on the opening theme, then another based 
on its inversion, and the first part of the recapitulation is an inversion of that part of the 
exposition. It’s always easy to hear what’s going on in this microtonal rewrite of sonata 
form, but what an intellectual tour de force! 

 In 1999 Johnston wrote what is apparently his last work, an Octet for flute, 
clarinet, bassoon, string quartet, and double bass. (Though he lived for another twenty 
years, Parkinson’s disease put an end to his creativity.) This too is a set of variations, 
on Jay Ungar’s haunting tune “Ashokan Farewell.” Ungar was director of the Ashokan 
Fiddle & Dance Camps in upstate New York when he wrote this lovely violin piece, 
which took its name from the habit of playing it as the last piece every evening. In 
1990, filmmaker Ken Burns made it famous by using it as background music through 
many passages of his documentary The Civil War. Consequently, many people now 
assume it was actually a 19th-century folksong.





The Octet is one of Johnston’s simplest and clearest works, and the theme is never 
altered (except to be turned upside-down). The theme is first played by the flute  
with pizzicato chords in the cello. Variation 1 gives the tune to the clarinet, the flute 
playing a countermelody. Variation 2 is a version for only the string quartet. Quite 
remarkably, the next three variations all use the inversion of the theme, its contour 
turned upside down, heard first in the bassoon, then cello, then flute, with increasing 
counterpoint. Then Variation 6 mysteriously strips the theme down to its skeleton, 
just its structural notes over quietly ominous trills in the strings. Up to this point 
the tunings have been fairly simple, but at the onset of Variation 7 the repertoire of 
pitches expands tremendously, as the flute plays the original melody and the other 
instruments weave hyperchromatic counterpoint through the overtone series of each 
bottom note in the double bass. 

 For someone who so expanded the world of pitch and harmony, Johnston 
had a curious fondness for simple folk tunes; his Fifth Quartet is based on “Lonesome 
Valley,” the finale of the Tenth Quartet on “Danny Boy,” and his clarinet piece Ponder 
Nothing is a set of variations on the hymn “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence.” Thus 
the paradoxical image he leaves to history: a visionary who had faith that musicians 
could conquer ever new difficulties in harmonic and rhythmic complexity, but whose 
earthy tunefulness never left the audience behind.  — Kyle Gann

Kyle Gann is a composer and the author of The Arithmetic of Listening: Tuning  
Theory and History for the Impractical Musician.



The LYRIS QUARTET described as “radiant...exquisite... and powerfully engaged” 
by Mark Swed of the LA Times is one of the most sought after ensembles on the west 
coast. Equally at home with standard quartet repertoire and the music of today, Lyris 
has premiered countless works and been involved in numerous commissions by some 
of the most exciting composers of our time. The Lyris Quartet has worked closely with 
composers Krystof Penderecki, Andrew Norman, Oliver Knussen, Steven Mackey, John 
Adams, Peter Knell, Kurt Rohde, Paquito D’Rivera, and Wadada Leo Smith. Lyris had 
the distinction of working with Steve Reich on a retrospective concert of his music at 
LACMA’s Bing Hall.

They appear regularly alongside composer/pianist Billy Childs as part of his jazz 
ensemble in venues such as Disney Hall and the Ford Amphitheater, and jazz bass 
legend Stanley Clarke at the Broad Stage. Highlights of recent seasons include the 
world premiere performances of a concerto for string quartet and orchestra by Bruce 
Broughton and appearing on Danny Elfman’s Big Mess. The quartet has appeared 
throughout North America, Europe, and Asia in a diverse range of ensembles including 
Grammy nominated groups Absolute Ensemble, Southwest Chamber Music, and 
Orchestra Ensemble Kanazawa as well as appearances in festivals such as Bravo! Vail, 
Ravinia, Brahms Festival in Madrid, Music Academy of the West, Banff Centre for the 
Arts, Czech SommerFest, and Oregon Festival of American Music.

Lyris has been featured on the LA Philharmonic’s Green Umbrella series, as well as 
notable projects including innovative multimedia concerts with artists Andrew Burke & 
Ana Prvack, opening for Kraftwerk at the Hollywood Bowl, and for Ben Harper at Paris’s 
iconic music hall Folies Bérgere. The Lyris Quartet is the founding resident ensemble  
of the Hear Now Music Festival which focuses on the music of living Los Angeles 
composers. They are also the resident ensemble for the critically acclaimed series 
Jacaranda: Music at the Edge. 

The Lyris Quartet has recorded for the Toccata Classics, ARS, and Naxos record labels. 
This is their debut recording with MicroFest Records. 



“Graciously experimental in his early years and simply gracious in 
later ones….tunings take on the character of detours into intriguing 
territories, familiar but fantastical. Microtonal harmonies open doors 

of the tune and the timbres. The (Octet) melody is no longer a 
farewell but a welcome mat to the ears to come inside. I am unable 
to describe just how moving this sense of belonging made by music 

can be, but I sensed an aura of sublimity all around me.”

— Mark Swed, Los Angeles Times (2019)
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