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   After growing up in Idaho, West Virginia, and Florida, Stephen Montague 

studied composition, conducting, and piano at Florida State University 

(1963-67). He received his doctorate in composition from The Ohio State 
University in 1972. Additional studies include conducting at the Mozarteum 

in Salzburg, Austria (1966), computer music at IRCAM, Paris (1981), and at 
Stanford University, California(1984). After he was awarded a Fulbright 

Fellowship/Polish Cultural Grant to work at the Experimental Music Studio of 
Polish Radio in Warsaw, Poland (1972 -74), he moved to London where he 

was a musician with Strider Dance Company, and has since remained a UK 
resident while composing and touring worldwide.  

   Though he has been described as a “Romantic minimalist” in the past, his 

compositions have spanned a considerably wider range of genres and 
settings than that description might suggest. He has worked with many of 

the world’s leading modern-era composers such as John Cage, Mauricio 
Kagel, Steve Reich, Conlon Nancarrow, and Astor Piazzolla. As the prominent 

classical music writer and broadcaster Stephen Johnson has observed, “In an 
age when most American composers seem happy to play safe, Stephen 

Montague’s extrovert, quirkily individual, energetic music recalls older, more 
adventurous times. …Montague experiments, takes risks, but he still has the 

common touch.”  

   In a BBC Radio interview, Montague commented: "I have lived in Britain 
since 1974 but my musical heroes remain American. I admire Charles Ives's 

unapologetic juxtaposition of vernacular music and the avant-garde, Henry 
Cowell's irreverent use of fist and arm clusters, the propulsive energy of 

minimalism, and John Cage's radical dictum that 'all sound is music'. And, 
like Henry Cowell, I want to live in the whole world of music, not just one 

corner.  I am equally at home writing for a large professional symphony 

orchestra, chamber groups, solo works, ballet, contemporary dance, music 
theatre or experimental works like, for example, motorcycles, brass, 

percussion and piano. I write music to engage an audience. Perhaps by 
stealth - seducing them with something they know then taking them 

somewhere else." 

   Snakebite, originally written for chamber orchestra in 1995, was inspired 
by memories of Texas, where Montague was a guest professor of 

composition at the University of Texas at Austin in 1992, 1995 and 2000. 



The work is an engaging, complex musical adventure built largely around the 

traditional Texas fiddle tune, “Dusty Miller,” and a story. As told to Montague 
by an old cowboy, Plains Indians, when bitten by a snake, would quickly lay 

down, shut their eyes, and will their heartbeats to slow until the poison had 
dispersed- a process lasting up to 18 hours.  

   This wild narrative begins dramatically enough with a succession of 

dissonant, percussive squeaks and bangs, conjuring a picture of a coiled 
snake-in-waiting, then snapping at its victim. The plucked, bent notes from 

violins surely evoke a mischievous spirit, and are just a few of the 
imaginative ways that Montague used the entire orchestra to immerse us in 

entertaining onomatopoeic effects throughout the piece. Once the jaunty 
fiddle melody emerges, variations of it are passed back and forth among all 

the instruments for the duration of the work, though not at one point 
without a startling blast from the brass. It’s a vicious screech, really, that 

interrupts the rodeo, slowing the ensemble into an extended passage of 
eerie solemnity. After this haunting exhalation of the venom, as it were, the 

orchestra gradually gathers itself into a swirling cacophony of textures. The 
fiddle tune is resurrected and builds in tempo to a gleeful, boot-stomping 

finale. 
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