


 i 

Declaration 

 

This thesis contains no material that has been accepted for the award of any other 

degree in any University. To the best of my knowledge and belief, this thesis contains 

no material previously published or written by any other person, except where due 

reference is given in the text. 

 

Signed: 

 

Date: 



 ii

Table of Contents 

 

Declaration...............................................................................................................................................i 

Table of Contents....................................................................................................................................ii 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................................................iii 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................................iv 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................................v 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................1 
Personal Context..................................................................................................................................4 
Methodology:.......................................................................................................................................6 

Chapter 1: Early Life, Education, Sydney and London......................................................................8 
Analysis: Light Rhythms ...................................................................................................................12 

Chapter 2: Len Lye, The Film Society, Synchronised Sound Continuity........................................19 
Analysis: Journey #1..........................................................................................................................23 

Chapter 3: Professional Career, Hermitage and Retirement ...........................................................32 
Analysis: Homage to Rachel Carson (part 2) ....................................................................................38 

Ellitt’s Legacy .......................................................................................................................................43 

Conclusion.............................................................................................................................................45 



 iii

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1: Overview of Light Rhythms.........................................................................14 

Figure 2: Light Movement Score of Light Rhythms (Horrocks, 1999).......................14 

Figure 3: Ellitt's score to Light Rhythms (Horrocks, 1999) ........................................15 

Figure 4: Overview of Journey #1 ...............................................................................26 

Figure 5: Overview of Homage to Rachel Carson.......................................................40 

 



 iv 

Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the creative output of Jack Ellitt, a unique Australian 

composer and extraordinary musical thinker and experimentalist who has been largely 

forgotten by Australian history.  

 

The circumstances of Jack Ellitt’s life are described and events in it crucial to the 

development of his craft and aesthetic traced, providing a context for analysis of three 

landmark works of Ellitt’s career: Light Rhythms (1930), Journey #1 (c.1930), and 

Homage to Rachel Carson (part 2) (1983).  
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Introduction  

 

It could be assumed, given Australia’s geographical isolation from the roots of the 

dominant (Western European) culture, and early in its history given the difficulty of 

international communication, its isolation from ongoing developments in that culture, 

that Australia’s art music practice would be conservative and assume the status of 

‘follower’, left to imitate the progress of the parent culture as and when ideas filtered 

through to the colony via journals, published music, the popular press and the 

performances of touring artists. 

 

Moreover, much of the published music and writings on music of Australian origin, 

especially of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, could be used to support this 

position, often conservative in style and having been a British colony, reflective and 

imitative of the tastes of the mother country. (Moresby, 1948, Orchard, 1952) We can 

look to the more prominent music of Percy Grainger, paradoxically Australia’s best 

remembered popular and experimental composer of the early 20th century to see a 

distinctly Anglo coloured aesthetic. (Mellers, 1992, Slattery, 1974) 

 

However, it could also be argued that Australia’s cultural and physical isolation from 

Western Europe may have afforded its musical artists certain benefits. Given 

grounding in the principles and practices of Western art music as rendered through 

Australia’s instrumental examination programs
1
 and universities, they often would 

have further developed their craft in social and professional networks very different to 

those better established in Western Europe. Indeed without the level of awareness of 

current fashions in music practice which would have been incumbent on European 

                                                 
1
 Formalized as the AMEB in 1918. 
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musicians of the day, Australian composers of the early 20th century would have had 

to establish a certain level of self determination in their ideas, leaving open the 

possibility of creative endeavours resulting more from personal motivations and 

explorations than emanating from a ‘school’ of thought. We could even go so far as to 

describe some of this activity as an organically formed, non-formalised 

experimentalism
2
.  

 

In the United States a strong tradition of experimentalism came to be in the early 20th 

century, its general principles codified by Charles Seeger, Henry Cowell and John 

Cage to the extent that a school of experimentalism could be said to exist, defined and 

discussed in numerous articles and lectures, its principles embedded in the work of 

these composers and their followers. (Nicholls, 1990) 

 

Unlike the United States, from the primary documentation we have and scholarship 

regarding the era, Australia’s early experimentalists do not seem to have formed 

cohesive groups. This could be attributed to geographical isolation within Australia, 

its population being much smaller and further dispersed than in the US, and also to the 

difference in support structures which would allow for such groups to form, for 

example the differing stages of development of the countries’ tertiary education 

institutions. (Covell, 1967, Scott-Maxwell et al., 2003) 

 

Instead, looking at the careers of the few for whom documentary evidence is 

available, it is possible to generalise that Australian experimental composers seem to 

have worked at their craft alone or collaborating closely with one or two other artists, 

                                                 
2
 Experimentalist music often endeavours to consciously create music or musical situations which 

depart from established practice, celebrated American experimentalist John Cage defines "An 

experimental action [as] ...one the outcome of which is not foreseen" CAGE, J. 1961. Silence; lectures 

and writings, Middletown, Conn., Wesleyan University Press. 
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looking to the music community in Europe as a potential safe-haven, and seeking to 

join it eventually by emigrating. (Horrocks, 1999, Lee, 2006) 

 

By this route Australia’s early experimentalists were able to engage in a global 

exchange of ideas and share their discoveries with the mainstream of Western culture, 

contributing to the overall development of music, sometimes breaking significant new 

ground to be further explored by later generations of musical artists the world over. 

 

Existing scholarship on Australian art music understandably deals primarily with its 

most popular composers, further assuring their prominence and canonising what is by 

popular standards successful work. This is especially true of writings on Australia’s 

art music of the first half of the 20th century, which often fail to mention musicians of 

less prominent standing who nevertheless contributed significantly to the introduction 

of new methods and concepts to the creation of contemporary music. (Covell, 1967, 

Scott-Maxwell et al., 2003) 

 

Recent writings on Australian experimental art music rarely address works made in 

the first half of the 20
th

 century; almost universally focussing on the second half, with 

the exception of those concerning the work of Percy Grainger, and music scholarship 

of the time seems to have overlooked them as well. What we are left with are the 

stories of those who were able to preserve their legacy through publication of their 

ideas (Elsie Hamilton, Henry Tate), by preservation of their work through emerging 

recording technologies (Jack Ellitt, Percy Grainger) or by rigorous self-promotion. 

In this regard Grainger, due to his financial position was even able to preserve and 

promote his own experimental output, to the point of building a museum dedicated to 

himself and his work on the back of his popular, conservative output. (Priest, 2008) 
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Overall it would seem that Australia’s early experimentalists are largely absent from 

our most looked to records of history, leaving a great deal of research to be done to 

collate what information remains regarding these artists, and a number of stories to be 

told. 

 

This thesis will examine the creative output of Jack Ellitt, a unique Australian 

composer and extraordinary musical thinker and experimentalist who has been largely 

forgotten by Australian history.  

 

Personal Context 

 

My own interest in experimentalism is rooted in a fascination with artists who have 

developed definitively personal solutions to the fundamental problems which confront 

all composers: for example how to approach the selection of sonic materials, or how 

to approach the organisation of sounds in time. The ‘style’ that one of these artists 

happens upon often appears to be the result of a rigorous process of creative 

exploration and experimentation. In some cases the very notion of experimentation 

and perpetual change in approach becoming the method if not the audibly 

apprehended style of the artist. 

 

The prominent literature on experimental and avant-garde music mainly describes the 

changes in European and US creative practice over the past century and this is where 

my interest began. Of particular inspiration to my work have been composers such as 

Edgard Varese, Moreton Feldman, John Cage and Harry Partch, all of whom 

aesthetics aside, understood the elasticity of their inherited compositional practice and 
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strove to shape it to better express their own personality. (Bernard, 1987, Feldman and 

Villars, 2006, Cage, 1961, Partch, 1974) 

 

As well as the people and work described within the literature I am interested in the 

literature itself and the process by which musical ideas are codified, ideas and 

artefacts preserved, and history written, and the political and cultural implications of 

these processes. For example, amongst the aforementioned composers attitudes to the 

dissemination of ideas and engagement with published media vary greatly. Varese 

consistently refused or was unable to explain in interviews the processes at work in 

his music; Feldman used his voice in the public arena more to express animosity felt 

toward the musical establishment than to discuss or promote his own ideas, whereas 

Cage and Partch took their legacies into their own hands, giving lectures and 

publishing articles and books championing the ideas that inspired them.  

 

As a natural consequence of my interest in experimental and avant-garde 

compositional practice I came to investigate what innovations had occurred in or had 

been made by people from my own country of origin, coming upon few examples of 

literature of any cohesion discussing Australian experimental music activities prior to 

the Second World War. (Laing, 2007) 

 

This gap in the literature proved an irresistible lure and I found myself investigating 

the lives and works of several early Australian experimentalists, from the prominent 

Percy Grainger to the obscure Jack Ellitt, to the moderately well-known Elsie 
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Hamilton who today enjoys a cult following amongst those interested in Just 

Intonation and the music of antiquity.
3
  

 

Ultimately, given the scope of an Honours level dissertation, I chose to focus my 

attention on the work of one: Jack Ellitt. I made this choice on the basis of my own 

interest in the use of technology in art music, the use of found sounds as source 

material for electronic music, and the interface of visual and sonic media, and Ellitt’s 

unique and fascinating engagement with these areas. 

 

Methodology: 

 

In the course of this research I have referred to all material regarding the music of 

Jack Ellitt available in the public record, in the form of recordings, films, and 

published articles. In addition Roger Horrocks and Clinton Green have generously 

shared materials from their private collections of Ellitt’s work. In this dissertation I 

also refer to correspondence between myself and two people who knew Ellitt first 

hand, the aforementioned New Zealand film historian and academic Professor Roger 

Horrocks, and Ellitt’s nephew Alan Eggleton. 

 

Given the unusual task of analysing film music, Musique Concrete, and a Musique 

Concrete setting of poetry in the same arena I have endeavoured to arrive at an 

analytical method which discusses the three in a manner relevant to their own context 

and to music in a broader setting. In doing so I have consulted a variety of texts 

                                                 
3
 Whether the scales devised by Kathleen Schlesinger and used by Elsie Hamilton in her compositions 

reflect those used in antiquity is a question of some controversy. Some scholars argue the system by 

which they arrived at the Harmoniai was poorly reasoned and based on flawed archeological practice. 

CHALMERS, J. H. 1993. Divisions of the tetrachord : a prolegomenon to the construction of musical 

scales = Peri tn tou tetrakhordou katatomn - Sectiones Tetrachordi, Hanover, N.H., Frog Peak Music. 



 7 

concerning traditional music analysis and methods aimed at the critical apprehension 

of musics rooted in concepts other than Western European ‘common practice’.(Rahn, 

1983, Pople, 1994, White, 1976, Frank, 2000, 2008) 

 

This dissertation will endeavour to describe the circumstances of Ellitt’s life and trace 

the events in it crucial to the development of his craft and aesthetic. Within this 

context I will analyse and discuss three landmark works of Ellitt’s career: Light 

Rhythms (1930), Journey #1 (c.1930), and Homage to Rachel Carson (1983).  
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Chapter 1: Early Life, Education, 
Sydney and London 

 

From what we know of Jack Ellitt’s youth his earliest compositions were for the 

piano, that being commonly enough for his generation his first instrument. The score 

to Francis Bruguiere’s 1930 experimental film Light Rhythms is for solo piano and is 

Ellitt’s earliest surviving work, although anecdotally we know from Roger Horrocks’ 

conversations with Ellitt that he was actively composing well before that
4
.  

 

Jack Ellitt (b.29/5/1902) was born Avrom Yitzhak Elitski in Manchester, England to 

Orthodox Jewish parents; immigrants from Lithuania. When Avrom was a small 

child
5
 the family moved again to Australia in the hope of finding more welcoming 

surroundings, adopting the anglicised surname Ellitt, and the boy Avrom, known as 

Jankel within the family, was given the name Jack.
6
 

 

The Ellitt family settled in the suburbs of Sydney and although his parents had plans 

for Jack to enter the legal profession he was given piano lessons as part of his 

education which soon drew his enthusiasm. In his conversations with Roger Horrocks, 

Ellitt remembers his boyhood piano teacher fondly as an inspiring figure, firing in him 

a love of music, particularly that of J.S. Bach, and the beginnings of a creative urge. 

                                                 
4
 The majority of biographical information presented here regarding Ellitt’s early life is taken from 

Roger Horrocks writings regarding Jack and his work with Len Lye. HORROCKS, R. 1999. Jack Ellitt: 

the Early Years. Cantrills Film Notes, 93-100, HORROCKS, R. 2001. Len Lye: A Biography, 

Christchurch, Spectrum Print, HORROCKS, R. 2009. Art that moves: the work of Len Lye, Auckland, 

Auckland University Press. 
5
 Between accounts of the family’s immigration to Australia in Horrocks’ writings and information 

presented in the program from Ellitt’s funeral his exact age at the time is difficult to determine. Ellitt 

himself appears to have placed his age at two or three. 
6
 Jack’s surname is recorded as Elliott on his birth certificate, Ellitt on his marriage certificate, and 

Elittski in the program from his funeral. Furthermore on the birth certificate of his older brother Simon 

the family name is recorded as Isaacs (an anglicized version of Yitzhak, Jack Ellitt’s middle name).  

This recurrent name changing was commonplace among people of the Jewish faith at the turn of the 

20
th

 century due to widespread religious intolerance, particularly in working class areas like Cheetham 

where the family lived at the time of Jack’s birth. 
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As an adolescent Jack proved rebellious, refusing to undergo his Bar Mitzvah and at 

15, under pressure to prioritise the family’s plans for his future over music, he left 

home to work as a farm labourer for a year. Upon his return from the bush Jack 

secured a scholarship to the New South Wales Conservatorium of Music and there 

continued studying the piano, as well as the violin, and as a pretext to participate in 

the newly formed student orchestra, the bassoon, playing contrabassoon in the 

Australian premiere of Gustav Holst’s Planets suite. (Anon., 1926) 

 

As well as the Holst, we can expect that at this stage Jack was exposed to the music of 

the Western canon beyond the piano music he would have grown up learning with his 

admired teacher, reinforcing in his mind an awareness of the values of this music, and 

particularly vital to Ellitt’s own later works, the idea of rigorous formal organisation 

in longer pieces.  

 

Following his studies at the conservatorium Ellitt worked as a pit musician in 

Sydney’s theatres, honing his skills as a performer and unavoidably honing his sense 

of the interplay of the visual and auditory senses. He also began to take an interest in 

developments in the musical avant-garde overseas including that of the Russian 

futurists, of particular interest being the ‘machine music’ of Alexandr Mosolov. 

 

It was at this time that Ellitt became acquainted with New Zealander Len Lye, with 

whom he would later collaborate on a number of projects and who would go on to 

become a filmmaker and sculptor of some prominence. The two shared an interest in 

left wing politics and modern art, and together sought information on recent European 

cultural developments in Sydney’s public libraries and inspiration in its museums, 
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eventually both travelling to London to try their luck in the art scene of the mother 

country, Lye in 1926, Ellitt following in 1927. 

 

Upon arriving in London Ellitt and Lye were fortunate to fall in with a community of 

artists who congregated in Hammersmith’s Black Lion Pub, including Eric 

Kennington, Stanley William Hayter and Henry Moore, and writers such as A.P. 

Herbert and Robert Graves.  

 

Not long after settling in London the Great Depression hit and Ellitt seems to have 

had difficulty joining the British Musicians’ Union, preventing him from working as a 

theatre accompanist as he had in Australia, and leaving him struggling to find work 

aside from occasional performances in pubs. 

 

At this difficult time Ellitt and Lye secured accommodation and work thanks to the 

help of A.P. Herbert, one of the Black Lion crowd. Herbert invited them to stay on his 

barge the Avoca and they were employed in ‘the flies’ of the Lyric Theatre on his 

recommendation, a welcome break for the two but an event marking the beginning of 

Ellitt’s transition from onstage performer to backstage technician. 

 

Ellitt and Lye soon also found work as fillers-in
7
 on animated advertising films, and 

under the blessing of their employer used the rostrum camera to begin work on their 

first major collaboration, the animated film Tusalava. Based on Lye’s re-imagining of 

an Arnhem Land myth about the witchetty grub, the film depicts a slow and unsettling 

process of evolution and destruction enacted by abstract figures.  

                                                 
7
 Filling out the intervening frames of movement in a sequence between crucial moments set out by the 

layout artist and the storyboard artist, also known as in-betweening. 
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Ellitt's contribution to Tusalava was extensive; he was involved in the process of the 

animation and editing
8
 as well as composing the score for the film, developing his 

ideas regarding the relationship of sound and image in collaboration with Lye. Great 

effort was put into score, an experience which was to prove ultimately frustrating. 

 

Composed for two pianos, the music could not be recorded and synchronised due to 

the expense entailed, so it was conceded that the music be performed live at the 

premiere screening. Further budgetary and logistical constraints led to there being 

only one piano available in the cinema, leaving Ellitt to condense the score to one 

part, and eventually to abandon the performance of the music altogether in response to 

the stress of the situation.  

 

Tusalava was premiered at a London Film Society screening on December 1, 1929 as 

part of their 33rd program, the score performed by another of the Society's pianists to 

a standard disappointing to Ellitt, who later destroyed the score.  

 

                                                 
8
 ‘Len did the line work, I helped to fill in’ ELLITT, J. 1983. Homage to Rachel Carson (part 2). 

Sydney: unpublished. 
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Analysis: Light Rhythms 

 

By this time Lye had introduced Ellitt to Oswell Blakeston
9
, who was assisting 

Francis Bruguiere in bringing his experimental photographic work into motion in the 

film Light Rhythms. The score to Light Rhythms is Ellitt’s earliest surviving 

composition, and is our window into his approach to instrumental music and his 

principle instrument: the piano.  

 

Like Tusalava, Light Rhythms was also released as a silent film, to be presented with 

the score performed by a live pianist; however recently a version was made with a 

performance of the score synchronised to the film, released by Unseen Cinema. 

(Posner, 2005) It is this performance, and a version of the score published in Cantrill’s 

Film Notes
10

 that will be used as source material for analysis and discussion.  

 

The driving visual force of Light Rhythms is the play of light and shadow over 

abstract shapes cut from paper, using the motion of the light source to create dynamic 

images from static objects. These images are presented as a series, and although not 

narrative in a traditional sense the tableaux evolve through a structured process of 

development, overlaying additional images and introducing new patterns of motion in 

an organised way. The viewer is allowed time to observe the effect of the lighting and 

the process enacted on each pattern and is then moved on; considered on its own a 

viewing experience which could be perceived as analogous to proceeding through a 

                                                 
9
 Blakeston reports on the work of Lye and Ellitt and their planned follow-ups to Tusalava under his 

own name, and discusses Light Rhythms under the pseudonym Mercurius in the Architectural Review. 

BLAKESTON, O. 1932. Len Lye's Visuals. Architectural Review, 72, MERCURIUS (BLAKESTON, 

O. 1930. Light: The Photography of Francis Bruguiere. Architectural Review, 69.  
10

 Accompanying the Roger Horrocks article Jack Ellitt the Early Years.  
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traditional photographic exhibition. However, Ellitt’s music alters this experience 

giving the film a more satisfying cohesion as a temporal artwork. 

 

Ellitt’s music for Light Rhythms is reflective of the modernism of its time, and could 

be compared to the music of Igor Stravinsky in its use of meter variation and extended 

tonal harmony, or perhaps more aptly that of Alexandr Mosolov, the Russian Futurist 

composer whom Ellitt cites as an influence whilst still in Sydney (Horrocks, 1999). 

Like Mosolov, Ellitt employs angular cyclic patterns which evoke the actions of 

machines, although unlike Mosolov who dealt in layers of ostinati, Ellitt’s music for 

Light Rhythms generally consists of one layer of activity, it’s changes all the more 

apparent and dramatic for it’s exposure. Ellitt’s cyclic patterns also evoke those of the 

visual imagery of Bruguiere, describing a similar paradox of stasis and motion. 

 

A common superstructure of five movements is shared by the visual and musical 

elements of the film, each of approximately one minute duration. Each Movement 

deals visually with a family of patterns of motion of light, and musically explores a 

series of rhythmic feels which in turn inform the apprehension of the image. Each 

movement is also governed by a tempo marking
11

 shared by the music and image 

which serves to further cement their relationship by imposing a common pulse.  

 

Within the movements Bruguiere creates six divisions lasting approximately 10 

seconds, each subsection characterised by its own subset of overlaid cyclic patterns of 

motion (see Figure 2). Ellitt divides the movements differently; in accordance with 

the conventions of much silent film music the performer is given a theme to be  

                                                 
11

 Movement I Andante; Movement II Allegretto; Movement III Allegretto con moto; Movement IV 

Andantino; Movement V Presto: andante. 
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Figure 1: Overview of Light Rhythms with 
Movements and subsections marked. 

 

 
 
Figure 2: Light Movement Score of Light 
Rhythms (Horrocks, 1999) 


