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9. Maximalism

Chris Dench (1953–)

Opening the scores of Chris Dench’s Atsiluth (1991) and E(i)ther (2003) confirmed 
that, for Dench, the heyday of this type of what I earlier termed ‘maximalism’ is 
not over. He has elected not to shift from his stated position of many years. The 
appearance of a Dench score is unmistakable in its exquisite calligraphy, with all 
the meticulously ruled stems, elegant numerals and thick bar lines. I find Chris’s 
scores incredibly difficult to read, as the long stems seem far away from their 
note heads, and there is often a little of the stem line cutting through the note 
head itself. The time signatures (such as 17/32) do not make life any easier, nor 
do the brackets over groups of notes asking you to play something like 16:15. 
All this is further complicated by instructions from the composer:

The entire score is notated at 3 centimetres = 1 second, irrespective of 
operating metronome marks…This scheme is reflected also in the parts…
In the sections with superscribed accel./rall. The spatial distribution 
of note-heads does not attempt to render this small-scale modification 
visible, but retains the spacing appropriate to the initial (departure) 
metronomic tempo until contradicted when the new (goal) tempo is 
reached. The rhythmic life of this piece, as reflected in the notation, 
is to be understood as emancipated from any sense of unanimity. The 
individual barlines are to be understood as indicators for the players 
of the relative whereabouts of their fellows, but not as grids requiring 
scrupulous observance. Only at the double bars, and, particularly, the 
heavy double bars breaking up the larger sections, should the players 
actually agree on simultaneity…Such de-syncronised instrumental parts, 
which have no common simultaneities with the other voices, are to be 
understood as inhabiting a world dominated by interpretative rubato. 
The written detail is to be seen less as a ‘philologically’ exact notational 
equivalent of a precise executative outcome, than as a metaphorical 
representation of, indeed a symbolic trigger to, a particular expressive 
gesture. This understanding of the notation as a series of bracketed 
‘cartouches’ capsules of information both technical and expressive 
which require reading (that is, decoding and digesting) rather than just 
reflex articulation, is central to the fluidity of the piece. The ‘cartouches’ 
are framed by barlines, and the contents if every one of these are to be 
understood as related: thus the performer’s role is, in part, to seek and 
reveal these correspondences. In consequence of this highly ‘imagised’ 
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meaning ascribed to the notational detail, even simple rhythmic formulae 
should be read similarly empathically/metaphorically and be allowed to 
be distorted wherever the player deems appropriate.

The existence of notation at a number of levels (all with great detail and precision), 
coupled with the graphic basis of the score, and added to the apparent desire to 
create a world of rubato playing, all seem somewhat at odds. I have maintained 
personally to Chris that there must be a simpler way to communicate his desires 
to the performer, and thus alienate less of them. I do not wish to labour the 
points already made in my last book, but the fact is that, in the intervening 
few years, Australian musical culture has become even more conservative and 
timid than before; in the face of this, I would be the last person to discourage 
modernism and innovation. At issue here is dealing with the real world of the 
performer and finding a way to engage with it.

Riccardo Formosa (1954–)

Riccardo Formosa’s scores date from the 1980s (Durchfuerung, for string trio 
and piano; Vertigo, for wind trio and piano), and there seems to be no music 
from a later time. His brand of maximalism is simpler in some ways than that 
of Dench. The rhythms are more straightforward, and blocks of sound often 
move together, in parallel articulation. It has its moments, but can be played 
without a conductor. The difficulty lies in the unanimous attacks required, but 
a strong leader as well as an incisive pianist would make it possible. The wind 
piece is marginally more difficult than the string one, and there is more sense 
of individual line here, too. The piano part has some bars of closely fingered 
chromatic passages that differ in the hands and—although background, and 
all over in seconds—would represent hours of practice to get right. It is an 
encapsulation of the problem of maximalism. Formosa writes usually in a simple 
four beats to the bar time signature, but that also creates obstacles given the 
style of writing; sometimes varying the bar length to coincide with the phrases 
might actually be simpler to read. The composer favours thirty-second and 
sixty-fourth notes, and one cannot help wondering if the scores would look less 
black if one doubled all the time values?

Michael Smetanin (1958–)

Michael Smetanin’s output is briefly surveyed below, in the order in which I 
looked at the scores, rather than in any chronological way. This seemingly random 
approach actually allowed me to gradually unveil the style and perhaps gain a 
balanced view of the composer’s output. Kartenspiel (1999) is for two pianos and 
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two percussion players, and was written for ICTUS, the Belgian ensemble. It is 
a flashy, toccata-like piece, with the pianists in danger of repeated strain injury 
due to the incessant deluge of semiquavers in the piano parts. The work is quite 
colourful in an aggressive sort of way, and, at times, brilliantly plumaged, with 
a rich overlay of gestures. The gestures in themselves are often of the New York 
minimalist variety, but here they are pushed into an area of complexity not 
usually associated with the minimalist school. The work is representative of 
Smetanin’s mature style, and is one of a number of similar chamber works, with 
an ‘over-the-top’ approach to fairly simple minimalist gestures, and a penchant 
for repeated notes and chords especially. Triskelion (Piano Trio No. 1) from 
1978 is, on the other hand, a very early work, which the composer has now 
labelled as for study purposes only, not to be publicly performed. The trio is 
clumsily notated and would need considerable revision if it were to be seriously 
addressed by performers anyway. There is a quite expressive slow movement as 
well as a motoric last movement utilising asymmetric Bulgarian rhythms. The 
first movement clearly demonstrates that Smetanin is not a concert performer 
(certainly not a pianist), as notations appear that no seasoned performer would 
use. The composer himself has, no doubt, various reservations about this piece. 
And, I am assuming that ‘Rubarto’ is a misspelling, and not some exotic Italian 
term?

Next, I looked at Sharp (1992), for bass clarinet, piano, viola and cello. Again, 
there is a reliance on the repeated note and chord as well as scale runs. This is 
basically gesticulatory music (not necessarily a pejorative term). The piano part, 
as already noted, is rather ungrateful. Similarly, Spray (1990), for alto flute, bass 
clarinet and piano, yet again features overlays of scales and the by now familiar 
repeated notes/chords, suggesting a rather limited arsenal of expression. The 
wind instruments have to cope with extended playing techniques. The mature 
Smetanin has now come into full view, and we have also glimpsed the formative 
years and pieces. The two remaining works are early: 3 Songs for 3 Female Voices 
and Piano (1989), in which the voices sing nonsense syllables, whilst the piano 
plays a very simple pattern almost unchanged throughout. The vocal parts, too, 
are quite simple and only at a particular moment tend to evolve into something 
a little more complex. Is this the composer experimenting with something closer 
to American East Coast minimalism? Under-Tones (1981), for amplified piano, 
bass clarinet (amplified) and percussion (amplified), another early piece, also 
shows the move towards gesture and repetition; but, this is also a gentler kind 
of minimalism, not yet fully developed into the more brutal Smetanin of later 
years.

Smetanin is a composer who knows what he is doing, and he pursues this inner 
vision without regard for the ‘other guy’s problems’ (I mean the performer). 
Whether his evolution is going to continue or not is an open question.




