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Flow

In the last chapter we discussed structure as an outgrowth of the tension between unity and diversity and saw how architectural structures could be built which play with these concepts.  We were thus dealing with structure-building from what we referred to earlier as "structural mode"- as though able to intellectually comprehend the whole structure at once.  But there is that other way of listening to music- what we referred to as "narrative mode"- the way most audiences listen to music, in which one is wholly caught up in the present moment of the piece, as though riding it like a train through a sonic landscape, searching for pattern and meaning.  Thus, as composers, we must also worry about how the piece flows-how it sounds as it moves through its structures.  Very often the changes a composer makes to a piece after a first rehearsal result from the perception that the piece does not flow well, and consequently that it needs smoothing, clarifying or altering.  The more one composes, the more one learns to "hear" the flow of the piece before the first rehearsal, but it is still a rare piece which is perfect the first time.  In this chapter we will discuss some concepts which are useful in making a piece flow well.

When reading a good novel, or watching a good film, we expect, in the opening few minutes, to be introduced to a situation, some characters, and some questions.  We try, as quickly as possible, to discern the situation- the locale, period, general circumstances, etc... and we are introduced to characters and actions which generally give us more questions than answers.  This is intentional on the part of the creator, because it is questions, not answers, which cause us to continue watching or reading.  Similarly with a piece of music,  the opening material or section, the beginning, needs to contain some challenging or ambiguous elements which evoke questions in the listener and, therefore, tension in the piece.  And just as a good murder mystery writer does not reveal the murderer until the last possible moment in the narrative,  so the composer does not let the tension of the music resolve until the last bars.  To do so earlier would cause the listener to wonder why the piece is continuing!  A former teacher of mine called this concept the bow of tension and demonstrated with his hands how the beginning of a piece is like the bending of the wood of a bow.  The piece, like the wood, seeks release from that tension, but in a way that is complex enough to be interesting.  

Once the bow has been bent,  it demands release, and this defines the overall dynamic of the piece.  But what happens along the way?  In the western tradition, a piece is rarely one single arc of tension, but rather a series of ups and downs.  This brings up several other useful concepts- energy curves and governing energy- which provide ways of thoughtfully designing and keeping track of the perceived energy of a piece as it ebbs and flows.  How these curves and levels are shaped, how they are spaced out along the duration of the piece, and how they relate to each other in relative intensity have an enormous impact upon our experience of the piece.  

In acknowledging the existance of different energy curves, we are almost invariably acknowledging the existance of perceived sections.  These may or may not correlate closely to the "sections" designated by the structural design.  Harmonic areas may come and go yet sound like part of the same section.  Conversely, we may hear sections where none are articulated by the structure.  As composers, we must be aware of sectionalization at both levels and make sure that the interaction of both complement each other in complex and interesting ways.  We must also be aware of the relative length of sections, which create a large-scale formal rhythm of their own.  Is this climax long enough relative to its built up and resolution?  Is the length of the introduction in balance with the body of the movement?  Is the second movement too long for the first and third?  

Sections must flow from one to another in some manner, and so we must concern ourselves with transitions.  Does one thing end before another begins?  Or is there a sense of elision?  Does the transition occur at a low point in the energy or at a high point?  Does the transition call attention to itself, or does it  effect its change subtley?  Is the transition effected through well established thematic material, or through the use of less important "bridge" material?  The nature of the transitions will also greatly impact our experience of the piece and must be carefully thought out.

So how does one compose a good beginning?  What creates an effective bow of tension and how does one analyze emerging flow?  Like most of the concepts in this book, these are difficult to discuss in the abstract  It is typical in the arts that it is easier to recognize something than to define it.  And so, once again, we will approach these issues by looking at a variety of actual compositions.  Our discussion, like a good composition, could begin with any of these concepts, from large to small.  Let us begin with beginnings, keeping in mind that we will find ourselves referring to all of them throughout.

Beginnings

What is it about a good beginning which causes it to be good?  How do we know whether the beginning we have composed is capable of launching a piece?  Since beginnings of pieces are so varied, there clearly is no simple answer to this,  but a good beginning is most likely one which sufficiently bends that overall bow of tension and thus captures our immediate interest.  Let us look at a few well-known good beginnings.

Mozart's  Eine Kleine Nachtmusik  begins in a way so simple and straight forward, we may wonder whether there is any question or ambiguity here at all.  Indeed, given our earlier discussion of resolution of tension determining the end of the piece,  we may wonder why the piece didn't end after the first few bars as follows:

This states a key area quite clearly with a bold arpeggiated flourish, moves to its dominant using the same figure, and returns triumphantly to the home key.  Mission accomplished!  But, of course, this would have been unsatisfyingly short to Mozart's audience (and to us) for two reasons.  First, a piece that short would be culturally unexpected and would therefore be interpreted as absurd- a joke.  Secondly,and for our purposes more importantly, it has far too much energy to be satisfactorily resolved in this short a time.  Just as a ball thrown high in the air must bounce a while before losing all of its potential energy, a beginning with this much energy must continue a while before we will accept its coming to rest. And so, to move the piece onward, Mozart lands us on the tonic in m. 5 with an accompaniment of eighth and sixteenth notes that inherits the energy of the opening and drives us forward.  

The "tune" over this accompaniment consists of a synchopated cadential figure that seems to hammer upon the tonic and leading tone as though unable to escape the grasp of the cadence.  Finally, it rises in a series of turns to the fifth scale degree where it seems suddenly to change character and become more lyrical.  It decends gracefully but then unexpectedly returns upward to the third scale degree for a pause.  It repeats itself and this time decends all the way to the tonic where the forceful character of the opening is re-asserted.  So what causes this opening to be effective in drawing us in and onward?  First, we have been presented with a high initial level of energy which will not allow us to let it go easily.  Second, we find the material vivid and unpredictable:  the incessant and synchopated pounding upon the cadence, the lyrical and deceptive second phrase.  And finally, there is the simple presence of diverse material, which in itself sets up a tension and bodes some sort of dialogue or interaction. This first example is deliberately simple and abstract- Mozart intended no overt dramatic implications to this piece- and yet it contains qualities which draw us in and compel us to listen.

The opening to Beethoven's Symphony No. 1 in C Major is in complete contrast to the Mozart piece.  

Here we are presented immediately with an accented dominant seventh chord (!), held unexpectedly long, and seemingly unrelated to the advertised tonic key of the piece!  Why did the piece begin this way?  What does it portend for the rest of the piece?  When and how will the tonic key arrive?  This symphonic opening no longer shocks us as it did Beethoven's audience, but it continues to raise these facinating questions for us as we listen.

The opening to Beethoven's 5th Symphony is even more overtly manipulative in its beginning.  



score

The rhythm of the opening motives is not altogether clear with their silent downbeats, fast repeated pitches, and unmeasured fermatas.  The tonality is similarly ambiguous.  It could be either c minor or Eb major, but the lack of harmony makes it impossible to determine which.  What is clear is a sense of powerful and dramatic gesture, intended to rivet its audience immediately with questions as to its meaning, (musical or otherwise.)  The energy level at this point is very high, both from the power of the fortissimo unison gestures, and from the uncertainty they have raised,  and it will linger in our minds as the current governing energy of the piece  Suddenly and unexpectedly the volume becomes piano, the energy absorbed by whispered, headlong rushes of eighth notes which begin to reveal the c minor tonality but which studiously avoid emphasizing the tonic pitch.  A crescendo builds the volume again until we hear a modified version of the opening- complete with dramatic fermata- and then the headlong rush again.  Gradually we realize that this is one of the primary dynamic elements of the movement:  apparent drops in energy are soon perceived to be merely calms before more storm.  This opening, then, captivates us with dramatic, ambiguous gestures, unpredictable and wide swings in dynamics, and a fast, exciting tempo.  Of course, from a more technical point of view, this beginning is also excellent because of the potentialities of the initial motive.  It is capable of generating much of the musical material of the first movement and, indeed, of the symphony as a whole.

Mahler's 1st Symphony begins with a high harmonic A in the strings, which is held for a remarkably long time.  

We wonder how long it will last?  What will happen next?  What does this long pitch mean?  Is it a tonic, a dominant, some other pitch?  Is it the sound of silence?  Of dawn?  Of premonition?  Finally, a two note motive appears, a perfect fourth- A-E, like the call of a bird.  It is echoed once, then developed as more notes enter and things begin to coalesce.  We begin to perceive the harmonic A as a “tonic” and we realize that the piece is unfolding slowly from the smallest possible beginning- a single pitch.  The opening energy is quite high, largely because that long pitch is full of so many mysterious questions and so few answers.  

The opening to Stravinsky's Symphony of Psalms is a powerful, but oddly unsettled hammerstroke.  

As it fades away, we realize that it was an E minor chord, but an unusual one.  A strangely static series of Bb7 (!) arpeggios follows played by woodwinds in octaves, and then, after an unexpected silence, the hammerblow again.  This alternation continues several more times giving us a chance to hear that the E minor chord has far more G's than E's, making it sound unsure of its own tonality.  It also has an unaccountably large "hole" in the middle! The middle range is completely empty giving the chord a disembodied quality.  The intervening arpeggios seem to explore themselves thoroughly in subtle variations, but only slowly do they  move on harmonically, thus creating that static quality.  The cellos then enter playing a high, wailing motive, that seemingly attempts to rise upward, but with enormous difficulty.  There are so many distinctive and unexplained elements in this opening that our interest is immediately captured and held even before the choir enters with its text of prayer for salvation.  

The beginning of Bartok's Music for Strings, Percussion and Celeste is mysteriously quiet and chromatic, yet for those very reasons, it forces us to lean forward in our seats and listen intently.  

Although unsure of tonality, we notice that the solo viola line has successive phrases which become increasingly longer and of wider intervallic range.  It seems to rise and fall in a series of waves of melodic contour and energy.  We realize that a second voice has entered, imperceptibly, which increases the musical complexity and therefore the energy level.  As more and more voices enter and the texture swells,  we perceive the same waves of energy rising and falling, now of greater and greater relative strengths, and we wonder how long this can be sustained and how high the energy can get?  Like a vast tidal wave building toward the inevitable crest, the tension increases, becoming almost unbearable until finally, at last, a huge chord of stacked fourths is reached. (m. 52) This could have been the top of the energy curve, but Bartok pushes the piece on to yet higher energy levels with an incredible wedge motion- sending some voices careening downward while others rise to the highest pitch yet reached in the piece (m. 56.)  All of this is the direct outgrowth of that first, quiet motive in the viola.  Although technically all of this is governed by the fact that it is a fugue,  we perceive it more as a giant, complex crescendo, increasing in volume, texture, range and timbre.

Beginnings are of enormous importance, for from them we, as listeners, gain our initial impressions and expectations of a piece.  Sometimes we compose some initial material and then derive from it subsequent events.  Other times we have a concept for a piece and then attempt to find opening material which will allow us to develop the larger idea.  Either way,  the audience must be fascinated.  If they are not quickly drawn in and captivated, it is more and more difficult to engage their interest as the piece goes on.

The Bow of Tension , Energy Curves, and Governing Energy
Each of the pieces described above begins in such a way as to create a perceived tension.  Some, like the two Beethoven symphonies and the Stravinsky, do it immediately and dramatically.  Others, like the Mozart, Mahler and Bartok, do it more gradually and subtly.  Some create their tension in purely musical ways, others seem to employ non-musical elements or associations.  But in each case, the tension unleashed is sufficient to draw us in and to require a certain duration to resolve.  We saw that the energy level with which Mozart began the first movement of  Eine Kleine Nachtmusik was too high to resolve immediately- it required a longer time.  And of course, the subsequent contrasting materials increased the complexity of that tension and therefore increased the time required for satisfactory resolution.  

So how does one determine when a piece is capable of resolving its accumulated tensions?  This question is surely among the deepest and most challenging ones facing every composer in every piece.  And the answer is different for every piece since each piece is a unique combination of elements.  Furthermore, as we stated earlier, rarely is a piece a simple, single arc of tension.  Usually it is a hyper-arc which is perceived to be the product of smaller sub-arcs which I called energy curves.  The character of these curves will dramatically affect our perception of the larger bow of tension and therefore the manner in which resolution can be achieved.

The Bartok movement discussed above is a good example of a fairly simple bow of tension.  The slow dramatic crescendo to the high point we followed, comprises more than half of the piece.  From there, the bow begins to slacken toward the final resolution, with the important and beautiful exception of the celeste entrance which bumps the tension up again temporarily.  We might draw the bow of tension for this movement as follows:

(Note that we often use measures as the X axis on an analytical chart of a piece .  But when building energy curve charts, we must use time.  This is because we are interested in perceived structure and flow and we perceive the piece in time, not measures.)  In this movement we need not concern ourselves with smaller energy curves since the piece is conceived as a single arc of tension.  But this is the exception, not the rule.  

The first movement of Mahler's Second Symphony is a huge, sprawling world of a piece, 25 minutes in length, which presents many dramatic twists and turns and a remarkably complex formal structure.  The energy curves, when drawn out, exhibit a dazzling variety of relative shapes, heights and placements along the timeline of the piece.  



chart of energy curves, governing energy, and overall bow above 



and structural timeline below

Remembering that we experience these shapes as we listen, we can see here graphically that Mahler has ensured a highly unpredictable, ever-changing and dramatic sonic journey for us.  We can be sure that he was aware during the composition process, of where the piece was in terms of energy at every step along its overall bow of tension.  In spite of the many ups and downs, we still perceive a carefully worked out and logical overall bow.  By logical, I mean that, like a good story, the tension is maintained or increased throughout the build to the climax so as to hold or increase our interest.  Finally, in the end it is satisfactorily balanced and concluded.  (Keeping in mind that this is only the first of a multi-movement composition with its own overall bow of tension!  Thus the energy at the end of the first movement may not and probably is not fully resolved.)  

Several specific observations can be made looking at this chart.  Enough energy has been presented at the beginning by the first theme group, to ensure that we remember it even during the long and calm second theme group   The fact that that level of energy has appeared and not been satisfactorily resolved causes us to suspect that it could (and probably will) reappear.  It is therefore what I call the governing energy- that energy level which resounds in our minds even after it has seemingly passed away.  The expectation of its re-emergence adds considerably to our level of tension and helps sustain the overall bow even through seemingly gentle, quiet sections.  Governing energy might be construed as a kind of potential energy; the piece has attained a particular level of energy and therefore potentially could again.  We will discuss this concept more in the next chapter on conclusion and balance.

As I hear it, the fortissimo passages at minute 10:45 tops in energy level that passage at minute 1:45, and subsequently those at minute 15:00 and minute 16:00  get successivley even higher.  This last is probably the top of the movement in terms of energy, and appropriately so for it leads us dramatically into the recapitulation at minute 16:15.  Mahler abbreviates somewhat this recapitulation, partly based on the concept of energy curves.  A full recapitulation would cause the piece to continue too long after the highpoint, straining the concentration of the audience and throwing the piece out of balance.  As it is, the shortened version of the first theme provides enough governing energy to carry us through a shortened version of the quiet second theme.  Then, just as he demarcated the beginning of the development section and the recapitulation with dramatic increases in energy, so now in the coda (minute 20:30) he tightens the thumbscrew again.  The E natural in the violins is wrenched downward to an Eb, thus increasing the tension.  But Mahler knows that even this dramatic gesture does not balance the movement in terms of governing energy.  The levels reached earlier in the movement demand their counterweight near the end and so twice more the movement is re-charged to dramatic heights of energy- once at minute 22:45 and finally at the very end at minute 24:20.  The final 8 seconds drain away most of the remaining governing energy, thus allowing us to perceive that the overall bow of tension has finally been mostly released.  But that final flare before release is interesting.  It provides that final, necessary counterweight to the previous governing energy of the piece, but it also provides a new level of governing energy which resounds into the silence after the end of the movement.  And of course this makes perfect sense when we consider that this is a five movement symphony which has its own overall bow of tension.  Indeed, the memory of the entire first movement will provide a governing energy which will sustain us until superceded or satisfactorily resolved by the end of the symphony.   (Note:  at the end of this first movement, Mahler writes a score direction which specifies that a five minute pause should separate the first and second movements!  This is generally ignored by conductors as unecessary.  Did Mahler make a mistake in his calculation of the flow of this symphony?  Is the governing energy of the first movement enough to sustain us through a five minute pause?  Is this pause a necessary part of the composition?  Any conductor performing this piece must answer these questions which relate directly to the concept of energy curves and flow.)

An important point to make here is that my graph of the energy curves for this movement is rather subjective.  You might make different choices as to height or shape if you made your own chart.  For instance, is climax X higher than climax Y since the former uses the brass and louder dynamics?  Or is climax Y higher because of its dense texture, arrival on a higher pitch and use of a main theme?  Questions like this may seem academic,  but they are not- for two reasons.  First, if you are conducting this piece,  you will largely determine the relative shapes and levels of these curves by your tempos, dynamics and gestures.  If you make decisions which throw the overall curve out of balance, your performance will be perceived as a failure.  Secondly, if you are a composer working on your own piece, the question of relative heights and shapes is crucial to the flow of your piece.  A climax too high too early will cause the rest of the piece to seem anti-climactic.  Curves which are all the same shape or too evenly spaced will cause the piece to seem predictable.  Using a chart like this (either writing one out on paper or just keeping one in your head) helps the composer hear the piece in narrative mode, as the audience will, and helps ensure an effective overall curve and a sense of energy balance.

Sections, Transitions and Formal Rhythm

As mentioned above, sections may be either structural or perceptual or both.  We may compose a sectional shift based on structural elements (e.g. "the recapitulation") which we do not hear as a new section at all.  Or we may hear a new section based on orchestrational or textural changes which does not formally constitute a new section.  Generally however, there is a fair amount of correlation between structural and perceived sections.  In fact what is interesting, and indeed necessary, is continual variation of the relationship between these two.  If they overlap entirely all the time, the piece will seem overly predictable and probably too sectionalized- too "chunky."  

George Crumb's music is almost always conceived as a series of short sections which flow beautifully into one another.  By looking at one of his pieces, we can see and hear a host of solutions to the challenges of sections, transitions and formal rhythm.

Black Angels is composed for amplified string quartet and various percussion instruments, and comprises thirteen sections.  At the beginning of the score, there is a clean, clear chart of the form which exposes the design as a rational, symmetrical arch around the middle seventh movement.  

This is intellectually very interesting, but how do we experience these sections?  (During the following discussion, please refer to the complete score appended to the end of this chapter.)  The first section assaults us immediately with a surreal blast of high pitched and loud sounds.  The rhythms and pitches are complex enough to be beyond our ability to perceive- we simply absorb the overall impression of organized hysteria.  We begin to notice larger units which are the result of terrace dynamics- the dropping in and out of certain players, but the section holds together powerfully by virtue of its primary motivic idea.  The secondary idea is a slower sighing glissando figure in the first violin echoed then by other voices.  The most salient features of this first section are the high pitches,  the tremolos, the glissando techniques, the chaotic texture and the enormous energy level.  The section is brought to a close using one of these- the tremoloed glissando- simultaneously in all four voices.  The effect is of a deliberate and somewhat artificial draining of the energy with the result that the previous governing energy level remains in our memory as we enter the second section.  This section, primarily a study in rhythm and timbre contrasts greatly with the chaos of section one.  Here energy and drive are provided primarily by quite clear dance-like rhythms and a steady pulse, and unity is achieved largely by the treatment of all instruments as percussion.  The exception to this is the strange modal tune stated four times by the first violin.  The glissandos provide a motivic connection with the previous section, but we perceive of section two as being greatly different from section one and the transition between them is clear and dramatic.  

Between section two and three, however, Crumb varies the method of transition by eliding the last statement of the modal tune in the first violin with the bowed tam tam played by the second violinist.  A written out ritard in the tune drains away the energy of the motoric rhythm of the section and the long drawn out sound of the tam tam brings the energy smoothly down to the level of the next section.  The tam tam tone also introduces the main idea of the section which is long, high sounds full of complex harmonics.  Another modal tune fragment clearly refers back to the tune in section two and solidifies our sense of commonality between sections two and three.  

Section four begins structurally as the first violin plays a harsh and grating tritone and holds out the second tone.  However, once again, elision is used to blur our perception of the new section.  The violin holds this first pitch a long time, thereby connecting it with the long pitches of section three.  Furthermore, after its entrance, the second violin continues for one more statement the modal tune of section three thus effecting what, in the film industry, would be called a crossfade.  This fourth section seems to combine the hysterical energy of section one with the modal tune references of sections two and three.  We are presented with a diabolical version of the Dies Irae  interspersed with references to the tremolo/glissando figures of section one and the percussive rhythms of section two.  The cadenza-like loose quality of this section smoothly flows into section five- the only difference being the imposition of a steady pulse and a solidifying of the rhythm.  Thus sections four and five are probably perceived as one.  

The end of section five is followed by a thirteen second pause which allows the energy of the previous sections to resound and recede.  Because of its length, this silence is perceived as a transition not only between the fifth and sixth sections, but also between the first and second of three major divisions in the overall composition.  This pause allows us time to reflect upon our experience of the composition so far:  The opening section was the longest (approximately 90 seconds) and presented a very high level of governing energy as well as certain motives and techniques.  The long glissando down from that energy level provided a descent into the lower energy second section which then descended even further to the level of section three.  These two sections combined lasted about 120 seconds.  The transitional elisions between two, three and four decreased our sense of distinct sections and provided uninterrupted forward flow.  Section four picked up the latent governing energy of section one and without any perceptible transition at all carried us into the final section.  Overall, we probably experience a clear bowl shaped energy curve:  from high, to lower, and back to high.  

But this is only one third of the composition.  If we were to follow the piece through to its conclusion, we would discover that the second major unit comprising sections six, seven, eight and nine presents the opposite curve:  from low to high and back to low.  This is followed by the another thirteen second pause marking the end of the unit.  Finally, the third major unit, sections ten, eleven, twelve and thirteen presents a more complex curve, but still more or less low-high-low.  Overall, the energy curves and bow of tension might look like this:



chart of curves, bow, perceived section lengths, and structure





(not included presently)

Look at the kind of transitions used and notice how they contribute to the perceived flow.  Also notice how the placement of energy curves relates to the perceived structure and how the curves contribute to the overall bow of tension.  

Finally,  look at the variety of lengths of perceived sections.  There is a large scale "formal rhythm" present here which is carefully composed to contribute to the tension and forward flow of the piece.  Some sections are shorter, some longer.  The variety keeps us off balance and therefore contributes to the tension of the piece, and the relative length of sections tends to contribute to our perception of the relative importance of sections in the overall composition.  The same concept can be applied to any piece long enough to have perceived sections.  How long are the sections- the build-ups, the climaxes, the quiet sections, the individual theme areas?  How are they spaced along the time line of the piece?  These questions are continually asked by the composer in his/her dialogue with the emerging composition to ensure a formal rhythm which contributes to flow.

[Note:  the programmatic elements in this work have here been deliberately ignored so as to concentrate on purely musical structure and flow.  The programmatic aspects of the piece will be addressed in a later chapter.]

Climaxes

At the top of an energy curve, we reach a climactic moment or a passage which seems to "arrive" at some point toward which the flow of the preceeding section has been aiming.  It may be a moment of triumphal grandeur, or a moment of crisis and confusion, or it may even be a moment of deep and intense introspection.  What constitutes "arrival" and how does one compose such a climax?  In order for us to perceive a moment as having "arrived," we must have some expectations which help us to recognize arrival when we hear it.  If we have heard the volume steadily increasing over the last several minutes, we recognize the increase and wonder how high it will go.  When it either reaches a steady level or in fact begins to decrease, we probably recognize the moment as an arrival point.  One could recognize a similar pattern in increasing density, dissonance, pitch, or even in the gradual re-emergence of a long-lost theme.  It is the job of the composer to engineer this perception of pattern and arrival using whatever means, cliched or novel, s/he chooses.  

The climax of the movement we discussed above from Bartok's Music for Strings, Percussion and Celeste is preceeded by an initial, deceptive peak.  

This first arrival point (m. 52) is perceived as the climax of an increasing density of counterpoint and as the climax of a series of upward waves of pitch range.  The final push to the peak is driven by the rising line in the celli and basses (mm. 50-51) culminating in their arrival on the pitch A in m. 52.  This line is quite systematic in its rise, allowing us to recognize the pattern:  from m. 45 onward the initial pitches in each phrase consist of G#, A#, C, D, F, G,  and then a final upward phrase accelerates the rise:  Ab, D, Eb, E, F, F#, G, G# and finally the peak note of A.  This final note is perceived as the climax or arrival point mostly because of its held length.  If the line had continued to climb, we would not have perceived A to be an arrival.  But then, after allowing us the impression that this was the climax,  Bartok provides us with yet another, even higher arrival point at m. 56.  

This pattern is the result first of the powerful, inexorable descent of the celli and basses from their high A to a low E- two and half octaves below.  This descending pattern is then counterpointed in m. 55 by the upward climb of the first violins to their highest pitch in the piece.  The effect is one of a giant wedge, splitting our focus in half as the two outer voices move in contrary motion to the widest registral span of the piece.  Their arrival on three octaves of the same note (Eb) is enormously satisfying both because it provides the first respite from the dense, churning counterpoint, and because it was arrived at with such clear, seemingly inevitable contrapuntal motion.  Furthermore, we recognize this climax not only as the product of the wedge movement in mm. 52-56, but also as the product of the entire movement.  For this too is a wedge!- both registrally- from the first half-step of the middle-range viola to the four octave spread of m. 56, and also contrapuntally- from the single voice texture to the dense polyphony of the final build.  

In chapter 6 we looked at Brahms' Intermezzo Op. 118 No. 6 for its structural design and noted that the two themes were capable of combining contrapuntally.  And that combination of themes is carefully crafted to serve as the climax of the piece.  (See score in chapter 6.)  As we listen, we note the seeming replacement of theme one by theme two and have begun to wonder what has become of the former.  We also perceive the pattern of clearly increasing power as theme two emerges from quiet and distant to full and impressive over a 12 bar crescendo.  And at the top of that crescendo, when any number of devices might have served to denote the climax,  Brahms astonishes us with an "arrival" more exciting and more literal than we imagined as theme one emerges, gloriously transformed.  We ride this climax for a full eight bars, delighting in the power and the contrapuntal revelation of it until the the pitch descent and decrescendo of m. 61 quickly steal it all away .

In Black Angels, it would appear difficult to achieve an overall climax based on the usual devices of high pitch, volume and density since the first section already takes those elements to their extreme!  Crumb chooses another option which is the outgrowth of his material.  As we listen to the piece, we notice an oscilation back and forth between the loud, complex and dissonant material and the quiet, intensely introspective material.  In large part the climactic section "God Music" is the result of the combining of elements of both- searing introspection combined with extreme variations of volume.  (see appended score.)  Here the lowest instrument, the cello, is forced into its highest and most intense range and gradually, over the course of its accompanied "aria," it climbs step by step upward from a primary pitch of high A to the very high D.  Interestingly enough, each of these step-wise "arrivals" is given extra climactic power by the use of sudden, unexpected quiet volumes, thus deceiving our expectations!  The transcendental quality of this section is extraordinary and it is a marvellous and daring climax to the overall composition.

Climaxes are points of great significance in the flow of a composition  The composer frequently composes the piece with these arrival points in mind, and the listener almost invariably hears the piece as a series of approaches to and departures from the climactic moments.  While climaxes are more often than not constructed through patterns of increased volume, denser texture, higher pitch and certain traditional orchestrations (brass, percussion, etc...) it is important to recognize that a climax can, in special cases be constructed differently as we saw in the case of Black Angels.  The necessary ingredients for a climax are not volume or density, but rather intensity and significance and these can be created in a variety of ways.

Summary
Flow is the way we perceive a piece as it moves through its formal structures.  It is what gives life to the structure, what makes it more than formal relationships on paper.  It is perfectly possible to compose a fascinating intellectual design based on theoretical relationships, and indeed many pieces have been so written.  But if the composer desires the piece to function well as a piece of "heard" art, then s/he must also carefully engineer the auditory experience.  
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Games

A)  Analysis Games
1)
Analyze Liszt's B minor Sonata for Piano for sections and transitions, both structural and perceived.  Above this, graph your interpretation of the energy curves.  How do these correlate?  

2)
Analyze the fourth movement of Brahms' Fourth Symphony for its handling of sections and transitions.  Since this is a chaconne, the repetition of the basso ostinato could have made the piece very sectionalized.  How does Brahms avoid this?  What are the perceived sections and how do they correlate with the structural sections of the chaconne?

3)
Listen to a motet by Josquin des Prez and analyze it for techniques contributing to its flow.  Do the same for a motet by Ockeghem.

4)
Listen to a piece of North Indian classical music and analyze it for sections, transitions and energy curves.  How does this differ from much western music?

5)
Analyze a rock 'n roll song for energy curves, sections and transitions.

B)  Composition Games
1)
Compose a piece in which the high energy is all in the beginning and then gradually decreases until the end.  What do you think of this?

2)
Compose a piece in which there is no discernable variation in energy.  What do you think of this?

3)
Compose a piece which begins with very clear sections and transitions.  As the piece progresses, let the sections flow together more until they are indistinguishable.  What is the effect of this?

4)
Compose a piece which plays with the notion of "governing energy."  How can you make this concept work for you in producing and maintaining compositional tension?

5)
Compose a piece which plays with different kinds of climaxes.  Can you create a climax which is intense, yet quiet?  Or even silent?

