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Conclusion and Balance

It is difficult to compose a good beginning.  It is increasingly difficult, as the piece progresses, to keep it structurally sound and sonically interesting.  Like a good juggler, we find ourselves trying to keep in the air a larger and larger number of factors, all of which may come crashing down if we once lose our comprehension of the whole.  But surely the most difficult part of all is the conclusion of a piece.  For in the conclusion lies the final perception of everything else.  

There are some archetypal models for conclusion that underlie the endings of many pieces, and these have changed over time as aesthetic tastes have changed.  They are interesting and we will discuss several current ones, but it is important to recognize that a good conclusion is never the product of a formula.  It is and must be the product of the unique material of the composition itself.  But what do we mean by conclusion?

A Theory of Conclusion

Given our previous discussion of the concept of the bow of tension and its contributing energy curves, one could simply define conclusion as that point in a piece at which the bow of tension has been satisfyingly released.  But what do we mean by satisfying and how do we determine release?  Let me state the following theory for discussion:


A piece is concluded when all of the structural or narrative questions, elements or events seem to 
have been placed in some meaningful relationship to each other and have, as a group, created an 
overall sense of balance.  

Let's take each of the italicized concepts in turn.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
By the time a piece is approaching conclusion, it is usually a marvellously intricate complex of motives and themes, sections and energies, patterns and expectations, and relationships at every level.  All of these together are held in the mind of the listener with the expectation that they are all significant.  (If something is not significant, why is it in the piece?)

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
As the piece progresses, relationships become more and more apparent and the listener can begin to ascribe more meaning to individual elements or to relationships.  Questions or ambiguities are slowly transformed into components of the design.  Isolated events are given context, and small-scale patterns begin to coalesce into an over-arching pattern for the piece as a whole.  In order for conclusion to be satisfying, each individual element must, in some meaningful way, be included in this emerging hyper-pattern.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
The over-riding goal of any piece of music must be a final perception of overall balance.  Balance is the criterion by which we recognize the final release of the bow of tension.  

The composing of a satisfying and balanced conclusion requires the careful engineering of both structural design elements (as we discussed in our chapter on structure building) and elements of narrative flow (as we discussed in the last chapter.)  In this chapter we will discuss these two modes simultaneously.

Archetypal Models for Conclusion

I will offer two models which provide strategies for fulfilling these theoretical requirements for conclusion.  One or the other of the two underlie the vast majority of compositions in the last two hundred years of the western tradition.  They are interesting to consider not as formulas to apply, but rather as dynamic strategies underlying a host of creative possibilities.  There are other, less common models in use, and certainly other models yet to be devised but these two will suffice to open our discussion of conclusion.

The first model of conclusion involves the re-statement toward the end of the piece of material heard earlier.  We might call this the "gathering of the flock" model.  No matter how many or varied are the elements used in a piece, no matter how far from each other they seem to have strayed, if they are sensitively touched upon once again, even slightly or obliquely, we perceive their relationship and significance to the overall pattern to have been acknowledged and affirmed.  

This model is particularly effective when there are a great number of diverse elements to pull together as, for instance, in Crumb's Black Angels.  The material in this piece is remarkably diverse, from the avant-gard "noises" of the first section to the "pavane" quotation of Schubert's quartet (!) of the sixth, from intimate gestures to wildly dramatic ones, and from the sublimely beautiful to the utterly grotesque.  The final minutes of the piece must satisfyingly conclude the piece following the climactic tenth section entitled "God Music."  Since this composition (according to the composer) programmatically concerns "the voyage of a soul" as it experiences the departure from grace, the absence of that grace and finally the return to grace, it might seem logical to assume that upon regaining that grace (presumably in the tenth section) the piece would be concluded.  But this is a programmatic conclusion, not a musical one.  The musical structure and flow of the piece require something else- the gathering of the flock into a meaningful "pattern of the whole" and the achievement of compositional balance.  The music of the final sections-eleven, twelve and thirteen- are a virtual catalogue of elements introduced earlier.  (Please refer to the score included at the end of chapter 7.)  The glissandos, both tremoloed and untremoloed return, accompanied by a new figure but one related to the percussive techniques of section two.  The complex motive of section one with its wild, hysterical energy level returns as a counterbalance to the energy levels at the beginning and in the middle of the composition.  But this time the material is stated briefly, as acknowledgement of its significance, and then allowed time to de-energize slowly and naturally so as to convince us that this time it has truly played itself out and is no longer the governing energy.  The percussive material of section two, with its vocalized syllables and counting returns, and the tonal "sarabanda," representing both its own previous appearance and that of the tonal Schubert quotation.  The bowed tam tam makes a last appearance and then, as if to remind us of both the climax of the composition and the goal of the program or drama,  the transcendent sound of bowed crystal glasses returns, representing the accompaniment to the cello's solo in the climactic tenth section.  During these final tones, we hear the Japanese numbers for seven and thirteen, summarizing for us one last time, the opposing forces of good and evil.  It is clear that good has not "won"- the opposition is still present- but the composition is concluded, having achieved beautiful balance.

Crumb thus gathers his flock of elements as if to summarize them and in doing so he reminds us of their diverse characters and the resulting tension of the piece.  But the order in which he uses them during this approach to the conclusion, the length of time they occupy, and their current energy levels, change our perception of them and their relationships.  Together they create a final meaningful pattern which answers our questions, resolves compositional tensions, and balances energy levels.

This first model is also the archetype underlying sonata allegro form or any other arch-like structure.  One presents material, contrasts it with other material, and then returns to the opening material.  If the opening material is not restated, the listener wonders what its significance was and why it was abandoned in favor of new material.  In a Classical era sonata allegro movement,  some of the themes of the exposition may not be used in the development section.  Their significance is thus left in doubt:  what has happened to the third theme? will it re-appear? etc... These questions contribute to the tension of the piece and the re-statement of those themes in some way is the only resolution to that component of the tension.  The same could be said for key areas in Classical or Romantic era compositions or interval classes or rows in 20th century music.

The second model for conclusion involves the achievement of some clearly stated and long sought goal.

One genre which often displays this type of conclusion is the prelude, for by tradition, a prelude is a piece leading to the clear arrival of a tonic key.  Once it achieves this goal, the piece may, all other things being equal, satisfactorily conclude.

A wonderful example of this strategy is that first movement of Stravinsky's Symphony of Psalms which we discussed in the previous chapter.  We mentioned that its beginning was immediately captivating with its strange, hollow E minor chord overloaded with G's.  We also noted the melodic figure in the cellos and later the voices which apparently is struggling upward but with great difficulty.  Though other thematic material inserts itself here and there throughout the movement, this melodic figure keeps returning insistently.  It sometimes appears to succeed in rising, but then later it is heard back on its original pitch of E- the tonal center of the opening.  Seven measures before the conclusion,  the tonal center seems finally to have gained a solid footing on the pitch F.

We feel this as a major and exhausting achievement and wonder if higher pitches are possible.  Finally, with still greater effort, the pitch and indeed the major chord on G are attained.  Thus, the pattern of climbing up by scale degrees which was set up in the first statement of the melodic figure is, by the end, understood as an enormous challenge, and the strange mixture of E and G in that initial hammerstroke chord is understood to contain both the start and the goal of that climb.  Furthermore, when we recognize that the text is a biblical cry for divine help to raise us out of the p it,  the musical journey from E to G is given heightened significance.  

Interestingly, this arrival on G is simultaneously heard as a triumphal arrival, but also as not entirely convincing or conclusive.  This is entirely deliberate on Stravinsky's part, for the first movement moves directly and without pause into the second movement- a double fugue.  This movement also "concludes" inconclusively.  The final key is ambiguous, apparently a mixture of the C minor and Eb minor tonalities of the movement, and fragments of both fugue subjects are still heard.  

We begin to wonder if a pattern of "inc onclusive conclusions" is being developed.  If this is so, then the "goal" toward which this entire three movement composition might be perceived to strive could be the attainment of a stable and unambiguous tonality.  And lo and behold, in the last two measures of the third and last movement, Stravinsky finally removes the last troublesome Eb to reveal an austere, but stable C major chord as the conclusion of the work.

In both of these models, keep in mind that it is not only thematic material which must be returned to or acknowledged, but also other elements such as harmonic color, texture, orchestration and governing levels of energy.  It is the successful unification of all of these into the meaningful pattern of the whole which creates that sense of balance required for conclusion.  For example, in the Symphony of Psalms, the dominant mood is one of sober, though intense contemplation.  We know that Stravinsky composed the movements in reverse order, so upon completion of the third movement, his problem was how to create the first two movements so that the last, with its long, slow, quiet coda would be perceived as a satisfying and balanced conclusion.  The third begins with a slow, medium energy introduction, then discovers a quick, rhythmic motive which eventually erupts into an extended section of high energy.  

A brief reference to the opening follows, and then a second eruption of energy.  This is brought to climax by a steady and clear rising line in choir and instruments, and by an accompanying cresecendo.  Then, instead of the loud, sustained arrival we expected at the top of the climax, the energy is brought suddenly down to the quiet level of the opening of the movement.  

In order to be convincing as a conclusion to the movement and indeed the piece, this quiet coda must establish through longevity what it does not contain in overt energy.  It wears us down, until we accept that the governing energy of the high points is not going t o return- that it has been set aside in favor of contemplation.  

Stravinsky quite rightly saw that if this was going to be the last movement,  the prior two needed to carefully prepare for it.  The second movement, the fugue, was the next to be composed,  and he used its quiet, but intense counterpoint to balance the similar mood of the last movement coda.  Finally, the first movement needed to serve as both appropriate beginning and counterbalance to the other two.  What was missing in the overall sense of balance was the counterweight to the high energy sections of the third movement, thus requiring the first movement to possess a similarly high energy.  Beyond these large-scale balances of energy levels and sections, there are many other, smaller-scale balancings among a variety of elements which contribute in important ways to the final perception of the conclusion as satisfying and the overall piece as balanced.

This theory and the accompanying models for conclusion are useful to the composer for generating questions to ask in the dialogue with the emerging composition.  What is the significance of this section in Bb?  What rotation of the row will serve as the connecting link back to the original?  How can I balance the huge energy level of the first movement in the last?  How can I establish the pattern which will set up the desired goal of the piece?  How long must the concluding section be?  These questions are also useful to the conductor and the performer who must identify the elements of the composition and their patterns and relationships in order to develop a mature and balanced interpretation.  I think it is safe to say that this re-creative dialogue with the piece is the secret ingredient separating the amateur or student performance from the profound, artistic one.
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Games

A)  Analysis Games

1)
Listen to Ancient Voices of Children by George Crumb.  How is conclusion reached in this piece?  How does the process differ from that used in Black Angels?  

2)
Listen to each of Schoenberg's Five Pieces for Orchestra individually.  How is conclusion reached in each one?  How is conclusion reached in the overall set of five?  Could the order be changed and still achieve conclusion?

3)
Listen to Berg's Lyric Suite for string quartet .  The sixth and final movement concludes with a "non-ending!"  Does this satisfactorily conclude the piece?  Can a piece achieve compositional conclusion without really stopping?  The same thing happens in Berg's opera Wozzeck.  How would you handle this if you were conducting or performing either of these pieces?

4)
Many of Philip Glass' pieces end very abruptly- as though someone pulled the plug.  How do these pieces achieve conclusion?  What is the strategy and why is it appropriate to the pieces?

5)
Listen to Beethoven's Ninth Symphony.  How is closure achieved in the final movement- both for the movement and for the symphony as a whole?

B)  Composition Games

1)
Compose a short piece based on each of the two models for conclusion we discussed.  How can you achieve meaningful relationships and patterns and a sense of balance by either "gathering the flock" or "achieving the goal.?"

2)
Devise a new model for conclusion and try to compose a satisfying piece based on it.

3)
Compose a piece which satisfyingly concludes but does not seem to "end."

4)
Compose a piece with wildly eclectic elements and strive for balanced and satisfying conclusion.

5)
Compose a multi-movement piece in which you established a pattern of non-conclusion.  How can the piece achieve, in the final movement, the goal that has been previously denied?

