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Abstract

This dissertation is primarily the creation of a new work for solo flute and wind 
orchestra.  The goal of Narcissus is to create a piece of music that expands upon the use 
of expression and timbre within the wind orchestra repertoire: an attempt to join the band 
repertoire with the more experimental approaches of other modern music.

Narcissus avoids gratuitous displays of virtuosity, instead existing as a soloist-
driven work with technical passages that are thematically justified.  By exploring the 
philosophical background to this composition, and by presenting an analysis of the 
concerto, this dissertation aims to provide a comprehensive framework through which 
performers, composers, and musicians in general can approach this work. 
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra is built upon the concept of 

reflection.  The piece uses reflection both structurally, as a serially1 distorted mirror 

image, and also thematically, in a recurrence of echo motifs.  The structural reflection that 

grounds this work recalls the moment in the Narcissus myth when Narcissus is caught by 

his image in the water.  

The work is divided into two sections centered around a silence in the middle.  

Practically speaking, what is heard in the first half of the work is heard in reverse in the 

second half.  The silence is a moment of self-awareness, and the surface of this reflection. 

And so, though the notes are the same in the second part as in the first part, in the second 

part (past the reflected surface) they comprise a distorted mirror of the first.  

Though the musical phrases and gestures of the first half are all present in the 

second half, they are not always perfectly reflected.  This is the change wrought by the 

silence at the center of the piece.  The second half becomes the first half transfigured.  

Structurally, it is important that the work succeeds as a mirror; but thematically it is 

important that it does not represent a perfect mirror.  While reflection implies a unity of 

content, the idea of gaining awareness mid-work requires that the old material is seen in a 

new light, is transubstantiated in attention.

The concerto begins with the colorful flute effects, timbrally imitated in the 

1 This is a literal use of the term, rather than a reference or description of the compositional practice of 
serialism.
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ensemble, and develops with the flute playing very ornamented lines, echoed and 

simplified by the ensemble; the disparate elements and gestures gradually move towards 

a unison.  During this first half of the concerto, textual fragments are spoken and sung by 

both the soloist and by members of the ensemble.  All of the textual fragments have been 

chosen in support of the theme of reflection and of the affective power of sense 

experience generally.

As stated above, the middle of the work is marked by a prolonged silence.  This 

silence signifies the cessation of the constant natter of thought, the silence that exists 

under thought.  The transfiguration affected by this moment of silence is carried through 

the second half of the work by the flute's mutating role: while the flute begins with very 

ornamented lines that are echoed in the ensemble, following the silence, the flute adopts a 

drone-like role (pulling the attention caught in the moment of silence onward) while the 

ensemble executes the moving periphery of the melodic line and eventually drops away 

entirely. 

While musical phrases and gestures of the first half are heard in reverse in the 

second half, they do not necessarily occur in the same relative positions.  In its structure, 

Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra does not employ a literal forwards – 

backwards reflection of the musical material.  Instead, all of the materials in the first half 

should be seen as accreting onto the moment of silence, each note a component part of an 

image upon the surface of reflection.  While some recalled and reversed events will 

remain in their reflected moment, others sound at divergent linear times.  This aspect, in 
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part, emphasizes the difference in ambiance wrought by the moment of silence (simply, 

that a change has been affected by and in attention); but it also allows for maximum 

compositional freedom in rendering the change so effected.  

Despite the inclusion of text, the piece's ultimate coherence and power is not 

linguistic or conceptual; but rather, Narcissus attempts to find its ultimate realization as a 

purely aural experience.  The text, which mediates the aural experience through language 

and intellect in the first half, is reversed in the second half in order to create an 

experience of only sound.  There is a turn from the conceptual or representative to the 

purely sensory. 

While physical reflection is represented in the structure of the work, it is also key 

to the basic relationship between soloist and ensemble.  Echo, the reflection of sound, is 

explored through mutating timbre.  I have charted an expression of timbral similarity and 

progression through different instrument groups to use when connecting with the solo 

flute's lines.  In other words, an answer, or echo of a flute passage may start within the 

ensemble's flute section, traveling next to the clarinets, double reeds, then brass.  This 

timbral organization extends to the seating chart, where instruments are grouped to create 

a visual wave as the ensemble prolongs the echo.

To best represent Narcissus, this dissertation begins with an exploration of the 

general principles behind the work, thereby providing a strong basis for interpretation.  In 

the chapter Inspiration, the myth of Narcissus and Echo will be discussed, along with its 

place within Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra.  Stemming from this 
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exploration of the myth are the main concerns of the work: reflection and echo, and 

language.  In the chapter Additional Elements in Narcissus wave, timbre and ring shout, 

and drone as moment are explored.

A discussion of the work in greater detail may be found in the chapter, Musical 

Analysis, where Narcissus is explored through an examination of formal structure, pitch 

content, basic motivic gestures, and orchestration.  The full score of Narcissus is included 

in this dissertation, to be used in conjunction.

4
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CHAPTER II

INSPIRATION

Myth and Image

There is a pulsing silence, a powerful impetus under the chatter of thought, an 

enveloping presence to oneself to be found under breath.  There are references to this 

kind of attention, or meditative state, in the Buddhist, Hindu, Sufi, and Gnostic Christian 

traditions.  Ultimately, however, it is my own experience that I have drawn from for the 

inspiration for Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra.  

My experience of how it seems to work is this: you follow the waves of your 

breath in and out, and then the dreams come crowding in, and you try to keep them at 

bay, to hold back the content of thought, the language and image of thought.  And then, 

usually, you fall asleep; but sometimes, still only rarely for me, you wake up out of dream 

and into this surrounding rush of impetus and power and beauty, that is yet none of these 

things–it is, rather, like a moment of unmediated presence.  And in another way it is like 

death, like everything you were and are has fallen away, all of your habits, all of the 

things you think you are.

This moment, as the inspiration and subject matter for a piece of music, is 

something very real, but is also something that is very difficult to talk about, and difficult 

to reference.  And historically a lot of very flowery language has been employed in the 

service of describing it.  The simplest way I’ve found to try to explain this experience, 

and part of what makes Narcissus reflected such an arresting image for me, is as a 
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moment of attention turning in upon itself: thought without content, attention without 

object but the attention itself.

So then, to clarify this point immediately, Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind 

Orchestra is neither a retelling of the Narcissus and Echo myth, nor does it seek to 

provide any sort of moral commentary, which is how the story of Narcissus seems to be 

usually interpreted.  I am interested only in the image of Narcissus arrested, Narcissus 

made present to himself for the first, and only, time in his life; I am interested in echo and 

reflection and waves, in matter turning upon itself, involving as thought, consciousness, 

as attention and sense.  However, it does seem important to ground this discussion with a 

quick summary of the Narcissus story as it appears in Metamorphoses as some of the 

myth's plot elements find expression in the concerto.

Ovid's version of the myth, found in Metamorphoses Book 3, lines 339-510, tells 

of a youth prophesied to live a happy and long life provided he “never comes to know 

himself.”  Narcissus is fair and standoffish, and yet is desired by all.  Echo, a nymph, has 

been cursed by Hera, and, so, can only repeat what is said to her.  Echo spies Narcissus 

one day in the woods and falls in love with him.  But Narcissus flees from Echo and 

eventually comes to rest by a pond where he is fatally and unknowingly enamored with 

his own reflection.  Despite her rejection, Echo remains by Narcissus while he wastes 

away.  The myth describes reflection as a means of trapping Narcissus, though it seems 

important that it is not a vengeful trapping, but rather an expression of fate.  A narcissus 

flower blooms at the side of the pool.  And Echo hardens until she becomes only stone.2

2 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. David Rathburn (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 109-116.
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While this myth is often interpreted as a moral parable criticizing vanity, 

Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra takes as its inspiration Narcissus's 

moment of envelopment in his own reflection.  Narcissus is caught, attentive, within the 

image and echo and so comes to “know himself,” thus prompting an exploration of this 

myth from a more meditative standpoint.

Reflection

Narcissus is caught in his own reflection, immersed in a profound involution and 

self-love.  In Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra, the use of reflection is 

similarly intended as a means of ensnaring sound and with it the attention of the audience 

– of directing the ear towards a specific but vacant point.  

Reflection manifests in a variety of ways within this work.  In this document, the 

term reflection is used to refer to the general process of mirroring, whether manifesting as 

image or sound or idea.  First and foremost, reflection is used to inform the structure.  

Narcissus is divided into two halves, the second half composing a distorted mirror image 

of the first.  The use of a mirrored form is meant to direct attention to the middle of the 

work, where the focus is strongest.  

Second, reflection is used as echo.  The term echo is used in this dissertation to 

refer specifically to delayed copies of an aural event (unless otherwise noted).  As further 

clarification, “echo” refers to repeated patterns expressing the same directional focus, 

whereas “reflection” may be used to refer to events that are linearly reversed.  These 

echoes occur between the soloist and ensemble, with the ensemble acting as the 
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expansion upon the flute in the first half.  In the second half, flute and ensemble switch 

roles, with the ensemble taking over the soloist's lines and the flute responding to the 

ensemble as echo.

Third, reflection is used as an aural and visual means of carrying an echo across 

the ensemble.  As she chases him through the forest, Echo doubles Narcissus, reflects 

him.  She reflects him in her pursuit, and reflects him with her voice.  The water also 

doubles Narcissus, reflects his image, contains him within another medium.  It is this 

sameness and difference that is communicated both through the use of mutating timbres 

through the echoing juxtaposition of soloist and ensemble: the recognition, repetition, or 

continuation of an idea despite its modified appearance.  The idea that originates with 

Narcissus changes both aurally and visually as it is reflected by Echo in the case of 

sound, and by water in the case of image.

Text

Spoken text is used in Narcissus as a means of exploring reflection as both a 

physical phenomenon and a mental practice.  The text is compiled from a variety of 

sources, attempting to expand the aural experience, quoting fiction, poetry, and scientific 

definition.

General Considerations

The first justification for the use of text in Narcissus is that it is a very significant, 

yet simple technique to make evident the way in which the music is reversed following 

the silence at m. 228.  It is also a way to create a feeling of unmeaning in the second part 

8
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of the piece.  The difference between meaning and sound in the use of language is 

obvious and apparent to the listener in a way that music simply is not.  The backwards 

language works to create a sense of uneasiness and strangeness as the piece moves from 

being something mediated by the intelligence to something more directly apprehended 

and experienced.

The second justification has to do with the way in which something new comes 

into being.  Generally speaking, an art work exists within a culture of art and takes its 

meaning as art from that culture, that grammar.  I have called this work a “piece of 

music,” a “concerto,” and so it should be understood as such.  Just as a word is defined 

by past usage, a piece of music exists in relation to all the music that has come before.  A 

performance is fundamentally only sound, but the inherited culture, the milieu in which 

the performance takes place, the audience's attention, expectation and understanding, are 

what make it music.  The trick in creating a work of art, something new, is to transfigure 

the past, the rules of what has come before, to take the stale elements of inherited culture, 

the established meanings, and make something vibrant, challenging, and fundamentally 

new out of it.  This is also how nature works.  As bodies, we eat organic matter and turn it 

into living tissue, organize it into life.  Reflecting this tendency, Narcissus often uses the 

quoted text excerpts out of context, and eventually inverts them so that they exist outside 

any meaning at all.  Because the concepts of death and transfiguration are central to the 

piece, the “misuse” of these quotes (their transfiguration, if you will), seems to strongly 

reinforce these thematic gestures.  This is also, of course, true for how I have treated the 
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myth of Narcissus generally: selecting what I find to be useful and discarding the rest.  

The central challenge of creating this piece was in organizing disparate and unrelated 

elements into an organic, living pattern, a body of music.  The textual excerpts make the 

important thematic gestures of death and transfiguration evident.

Finally, the excerpts, spoken and sung both forwards and backwards also create an 

element of cacophony to set against, and further emphasize, the central importance of the 

unison (the unison's emergence begins in m. 185), as though all these disparate elements 

congeal into a unity and then split apart again.

All that said, the excerpts would feel arbitrary and unnecessary if their meanings 

did not serve to reinforce the central themes of the Narcissus.  These excerpts were all 

chosen to amplify what I felt to be the important images and affects of the composition.  

1. “who's there?”3

This is a distorted echo of “is anyone there?” and “anyone here?”, the two 

different translations I have referenced of Narcissus’ question in book 3, line 380 of 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses (trans. D. Raeburn and A.D. Melville, respectively).  “Who’s 

there?”, of course, is the opening line of Hamlet, and just as it frames the battleground 

upon which the play is then enacted, the question voices the central problem of the 

Narcissus Concerto.  There is an indeterminacy, a questing at the heart of the piece, and a 

turning inward.  “Who’s there?” also sounds better than either of the translations.

3 William Shakespeare, The Works of William Shakespeare, (New York: Black's Reader Service, 1944), 
1127.
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2. “waiting for the gift of sound and vision”4

This is an excerpt from “Sound and Vision,” the fourth track on David Bowie’s 

Low.  I think that this song, the affect of which is very lethargic and passive, creates a 

very good counterbalance to the kind of ardor alluded to in Ovid’s rendition of the myth: 

of Narcissus trapped in an immolating self-desire.  This ardor has always seemed to be at 

odds with the very passive end of Narcissus, and the idea was to capture some of the 

necessary lethargy associated with his death.

What ‘Sound and Vision’ also communicates so effectively is the simple miracle 

of sense, and of this body.  To quote another songwriter, “how strange it is to be anything 

at all.”5  What works with the Bowie quote in particular is the way it very simply and 

passively describes waiting upon this sense of wonder, perhaps of waiting upon the 

realization that it is all so miraculous, waiting upon a change in oneself.

This interpretation may be somewhat at odds with Bowie's intention for the piece, 

as it seems that the song is about sitting in a hotel room watching television sadly.  But 

the simple way he speaks about sense experience opens up the wider interpretation.

3. “343.4 meters per second”6

343.4 meters per second is the speed of sound at 68°F/20°C in dry air at sea-level. 

Because the speed of sound varies depending on elevation and medium, this number is 

admittedly somewhat arbitrary, at least as far as temperature and humidity are concerned.  

But it was important that the physics of sound be represented in some way, and having 
4 David Bowie, Sound and Vision, (EMI Records, 7243 521907 0 6, CD, 1999).
5 Jeff Mangum, Airplane over the Sea, (Merge, 29436, CD, 1998).
6 Jeffrey Hass, “An Acoustics Primer, Chapter 3,” Center for Electronic and Computer Music, last 

modified 2004, accessed February 2, 2014, http://www.indiana.edu/~emusic/acoustics/speed.htm .
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the orchestra repeatedly saying “mach 1” would just feel wrong, would signify wrong, 

culturally speaking.  Further, the import to Narcissus of the speed of sound being 

measured at sea-level should be self-evident; and so, in this way the numbered speed 

carries a thematic resonance that “mach 1” simply does not.

4. “299,792,458 meters per second” 7

The speed of light in a vacuum is 299,792,458 meters per second.

5. “to make yet better mirrors of my eyes,”8

This quotation is from Canto 30 of Paradiso, from Dante Alighieri’s Comedia.  

The verse continues: “stooping to the wave which flows there that we may be bettered in 

it.”  This excerpt is the thematic twin to the Bowie quote referenced above.  It brings the 

kind of attention that redeems the wasted moments of our lives, our insecurities, 

insincerities, and stupidities.  “To make yet better mirrors of [our] eyes” is to open them 

to the miraculous all around us.  Out of time and repetition matter has built this eye and 

this brain, these senses; matter has turned upon itself as attention.  Matter turned upon 

itself 3.6 billion years ago; it became life—conscious, open and aware.  Over the past 3.6 

billion years, matter has built, has articulated these bodies, these senses, these selves; 

image and reflection.  

And this process, to me and for this piece, is part of the central meaning and 

wonder of the Narcissus image: that reflection is matter closing upon itself as sight, and 

echo matter closing upon itself as sound; just as matter, this body, has closed upon itself, 

7 Nola Taylor Redd, “How Fast Does Light Travel?” Space.com, last modified May 22, 2012, accessed 
February 2, 2014, www.space.com/15830-light-speed.html .

8 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy: Paradiso, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975), 341.
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has become available to itself as thought, as attention, as sense experience, as something 

inhabiting and emerging from matter.

Of course, we don't normally notice the wonder of this process, because it is all 

we know; it is what knowing “is.”  And so “to make yet better mirrors of [our] eyes” is to 

become present to the ubiquity of the miraculous, of the sublime; to lose ourselves in “the 

wave which flows there,” in matter, in life, if only for a passing moment.

6. “she hears her being murmur”9

This is from the poem “Narcissus” by Rainer Maria Rilke.  Later in the poem he 
writes:

nature re-enters herself;
contemplating its own sap, the flower
becomes too soft, and the boulder hardens

Here we are presented with an image of involution, of turning upon oneself.  That 

under the surface of thought-as-language, there is a deeper power, a power and silence to 

which we are most often not present: a power and silence mediated, vitiated by the 

chatter of thought-as-language.

This involution, this attention upon attention is ultimately becoming unmediated 

by your habits of thought, the perspectives that compose your self as you know it.  And so 

it feels dangerous, deep within yourself; alone there, you lose your identity, your integrity 

of being.  “The flower becomes too soft, and the boulder hardens” and the self becomes 

not what it was, becomes only an empty attention, an echoing silence, the murmur.

9 Rainer Maria Rilke,  The Complete French Poems of Rainer Maria Rilke, (St. Paul, Minn.: Graywolf 
Press, 1979), 283.
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7. “only a wraith, a reflection consisting of nothing” 10

As stated above, becoming only present seems to also involve becoming not-

yourself anymore, or, at least, not yourself as you commonly are.  But here, the fragment 

takes it even further.  Here we see a total death, becoming perilously undifferentiated, 

unin-habit-ed, unpatterned, and finally becoming only nothing, a wraith, attention alone 

and without object.

8. “a waveform made from vibrating matter” ; “back and forth” 11 

A wave passes through matter, but is not matter; it is a pattern within matter.  So 

too is a life, a consciousness, a perspective.  It is matter borrowed, harnessed into a body, 

a pattern of movement (many movements) that endures as an almost impossibly complex 

unity (a life, a perspective) for a very short while, and then dies.

9. “a wave that has been reflected by a discontinuity in the propagation medium, 
and returns with sufficient magnitude and delay to be perceived”12 

This quotation is a definition of the physical process of echo.  While there exists a 

wide array of  more reputable sources from which a definition of echo could have been 

borrowed, this particular wording appealed to me.

10. “But heard, half-heard, in the stillness 
        Between two waves of the sea”13

There is a rest, a silence between the two moments of unison (m. 228); “the 

stillness between two waves,” between two bodies, lives; there is a caesura between two 

10 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 113.
11 Ron Kurtus, “Sound Echoes,” School for Champions, last modified November 9, 2005, accessed 

February 2, 2014, http://www.school-for-champions.com/science/sound_echoes.htm .
12 “Echo,” Wikipedia, last modified October 14, 2013, accessed February 2, 2014, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Echo#Acoustic_phenomenon .
13 T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, (London: Faber and Faber, 1944), 59.
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moments, between inhalation and exhalation.  This is the mirror surface, the moment at 

which the “I” is no longer present; and “half-heard” because “Who’s there?”

The poem continues:

Quick now, here, now, always—
A condition of complete simplicity
(Costing not less than everything)

11. “Unknown spring” 14

That it is spring is important; that death is carried forth into new life, the dying 

moment reflected anew (distorted), reborn in something different, becoming something 

different.  And this, ultimately, is the promise of the piece (and all art, really, in 

substance, if not in subject), the promise of something radically new, an “unknown 

spring” built out of the known and accounted for.  

The haiku concludes:

plum blossom
behind the mirror.

Further Considerations

During the first half of the piece, the textual excerpts are used linguistically, as a 

means of communication.  These texts, however, exist as only part of a larger and less 

focused music.  The spoken text creates a kind of intellectual noise, adding to the 

deliberately building cacophony as the listener is required to deviate from a purely sonic 

experience to interpret the myriad sounds conceptually as well.   After the midway point 

of the work, language is transfigured into only sound as it is now heard in reverse, and is 

14 Basho, On Love and Barley: Haiku of Basho, trans., Lucien Stryk, (London: Penguin Books, 1985), 
46.
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therefore unintelligible beyond being a basic aural experience.  This transfiguration 

initiates a pulling together of cacophonous forces within the music, simplifying and 

thereby strengthening the focus of the listener, into a central and simple harmony.

This switch from instruments right before the break to voice right after the break 

highlights the difference between one side and the other; between air and water, between 

thought and under-thought.  The use of voice embodies the point of transfiguration of 

language into sound (also closer to breath).  The text in the second half is all pitched and 

never spoken, but always sung on the unison E.  And all text in the second half is only 

sound, as it is written out phonetically in reverse, thereby losing all meaningful 

communicative ability.

16
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CHAPTER III

ADDITIONAL ELEMENTS IN NARCISSUS

This chapter provides a look at three other influences in the creation of Narcissus: 

the image of the work as a wave, timbral organization and its application to ring shout, 

and drone as an embodiment of silence.

An Image of the Work as A Wave

One might imagine taking still photographs of a wave in water.  As we watch the 

surface of the water, there begins the indication of the slow building of a wave.  Each 

time the camera shutter opens and closes, we are presented with a slightly different view 

of the same expanse.  As the wave itself approaches, the water level before it reaches a 

low point.  This low point allows us to glimpse into the depths of the water, seeing things 

we would not normally see.  As the wave passes, it folds over itself in a cascade of 

smaller currents, rivulets and facets, all flowing along the same basic line, yet all 

minutely independent.  Quicker than it seemed to build, the wave passes, settling into 

calm and clarity once more.  

Narcissus explores the same expanse over and over again.  The fermatas in the 

work function to stop the music and restart it completely, allowing the listener to revisit 

the same expanse under different conditions, and not always with the same focus as 

before.  As the momentum builds, the musical currents intensify harmonically, timbrally, 

and rhythmically until the line lifts up (beginning in m. 176), and so offers a view of the 

depths.  The E unison (beginning in m. 185), the transfiguration of intellect into sound, 

17



 Texas Tech University, Jen McLachlen, May 2014

reaches its peak in m. 228 as everything abruptly falls silent.  The silence in m. 228 is 

surrounded by Es played or sung double forte and forte.  The reasoning behind the choice 

of surrounding the silence with a unison of significant volume, as opposed to a gradual 

descent into silence by way of retreating diminuendo and then climbing crescendo, is to 

emphasize the presence within silence.  By framing this seeming emptiness, the moment 

of silence, within with strong, heavy pillars of sound, it becomes more apparent, and so 

the listener becomes more present to is as silence, shocked into a moment of attention.  

Narcissus takes a sort of lightning strikes approach to the divine moment.  Our 

deepest moments of awareness are often very brief, and tend to come as abrupt as a 

rushing wave, rather than a gradual passing in and out that approaches and subsides 

almost without notice.  The material of the second half, as an incomplete, mutated, and 

reversed statement of the first half, is acted upon as though this rushing wave is passing 

through it: folding, obscuring, and jumbling up the motivic lines in a flurry of action.  

Eventually, the melodic line, carried now by the ensemble (the flute transported by a 

moment of silence), retraces its way with renewed clarity back to the beginning of the 

work.

Narcissus is an exploration of a moment written in serially organized layers.  Each 

layer is a starting over.  These musical explorations, the phrases defined by fermatas, 

describe different layers of thought made manifest, from the conscious surface moving 

step by step down under attention to the the central climax of the work (the silence in the 

middle), the silence under conscious thought, but yet ever present to thought.  In the 
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second half of the work, there is a folding, an overlapping of material caused by the 

rippling of waves (in our water medium), obscuring the boundaries between the different 

layers that were more clearly presented before.  Less importantly, but still thematically 

significant, the reflection, the material presented backwards from the way in which we 

initially heard it, is now foreshortened; it is affected by the difference in medium (water), 

where higher frequencies (in other words, the reflection of the flute's lines from the first 

half) diminish much more quickly than before.  As the noise of the higher frequencies is 

filtered out, the prolonged notes endure in the flute part; the deeper frequencies passing 

through water with greater ease than they do through air, and so carrying much further, 

much longer (texturally).    

Timbre and Ring Shout

Through the course of Narcissus, the general timbral development changes 

gradually from a less pitched, more percussive timbre, to a full, round, sustained sound 

until the membrane of silence marks the reversal of this progression.  The choice to begin 

with percussion and percussive flute sound is meant to capture the straining of first sound 

against silence, the moment when a substantial and creative inception is suddenly 

wrought or effected.  As the sound gains momentum, its ethereal qualities give way to 

increasing certainty, eventually leading to the full sound of the brass.  The basic transition 

up until the moment of reflection proceeds as follows: percussive and airy flute and 

percussion, airy ensemble, reedy ensemble, full round sound, then silence.

On a smaller scale, timbre is used to highlight the difference between origin and 
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response for individual lines that are echoed.  I have charted an expression of timbral 

similarity and progression through different instrument groups to use when connecting 

with the solo flute lines.  Narcissus uses a specific seating chart, which is complementary 

to the idea of a timbral progression.  Players are arranged in a usual semi-circular fashion, 

but with an aim to creating a smooth transition from one end of the ensemble to the other. 

By no means, during the compositional process, was the ensemble restricted to 

expressing a perfect counterclockwise wave; but it generally progresses in such a fashion. 

Likewise, when text is passed across the ensemble, it generally manifests in one of two 

ways: first, in a counterclockwise motion, and second, as a call and answer from one side 

of the ensemble to another.  The seating arrangement is shown below (Figure 3.1).

Fig. 3.1, Seating Chart

While seated in a traditional semi-circular fashion, the soloist, conductor and 

ensemble are to be seen as creating a circle.  The sound created by the flutist moves 
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counterclockwise through the conductor, then continues, still counterclockwise, through 

the ensemble.  The ensemble is organized with flutes and saxophones sitting on the far 

right of the audience.  This section features similar timbres creating a relatively 

unfocused sound.  Only the top register of the saxophones is flute-like, while the lower 

registers, depending on the force used to play a note, provide a relatively distinct 

audibility of overtones, the multiple notes sounding simultaneously above the 

fundamental give the impression of a sound that is about to splinter or break apart, a 

sound barely held together.  The flutes are confined to the first row of this side, as this 

seating arrangement offers the possibility for the timbre of the double reeds to wrap back 

around in a counterclockwise circle, through soloist and conductor, to merge with one of 

two groups.  Either the double reeds circle around to blend timbres with the the thinner 

sound of the high flutes, or to emphasize their reedier sound; thus, the sounds of the 

double reeds may join up with the saxophones. The softest, roundest timbres are situated 

in the middle: the round, yet hollow-sounding clarinets and bass clarinets and the richer 

french horn, tuba, and euphonium.  On the far left side are instruments possessing a more 

piercing quality, like trombone and bass trombone, along with the double reeds.  The 

double reeds at times present a similar timbral quality to the saxophones (depending upon 

register and dynamic); however, the audibility of overtones is much weakened, the near-

splintering of the fundamental is less pronounced (when compared with a saxophone 

timbre).  

The brass instruments of the ensemble are organized across the back two rows 

21



 Texas Tech University, Jen McLachlen, May 2014

with tubas, euphoniums and french horns occurring first in the counterclockwise motion, 

due to their rounder timbres and ability to blend with woodwinds.  Furthest to the left are 

the trumpets, trombones and bass trombones, which are capable of expressing the most 

extreme piercing and brassy timbres.

This counterclockwise progression from the solo flute through the conductor to 

far right side of the ensemble to the left, is meant to imitate the motion of a ring shout.  A 

ring shout is a transcendent religious ritual, a call to divinity, generally assumed to have 

origins in African dance.15  Movement in a ring shout moves in a counterclockwise 

direction.  Musical elements that are associated with a ring shout are call and response, 

blue notes, and cries or hollers.  All of these aspects are present in Narcissus: Concerto 

for Flute and Wind Orchestra as well: call and response is used as the basic echo passed 

between the soloist and ensemble, blue notes are present by way of micro tonality, and 

cries and hollers take the form of the text spoken or whispered between the instrumental 

groups.  Despite the inclusion of the ring shout, however, the moment of attention is not 

to be seen as a call to any exterior deity, but should, rather, be seen as a finding of “god” 

in oneself by way of focus, attention, meditation.

Similarities can be drawn between the instrumental groups in a variety of different 

ways.  The progression of sound I have charted, as represented by the seating 

arrangement, is, of course, only one possibility among an almost endless number of 

15 Samuel Floyd Jr., “Ring Shout! Literary Studies, Historical Studies, and Black Music Inquiry,” in 
Black Music Research Journal 22, (2002): 49-70.  In  An Arabic-English Lexicon, (New Jersey: Gorgias 
Press, 2010), Edward William Lane argues that the ring shout may, in fact, have been originally derived by 
Muslims as a imitation of tawaf, an Islamic ritual of pilgrimage wherein the practitioners circle 
counterclockwise around the Kaaba. 
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possible timbral mutations.  Given that, during the composition of Narcissus, the seating 

chart was not adhered to as a strict rule, with one instrument's line always leading 

counterclockwise to the adjacent instrument.  This approach would have seriously limited 

the possibility of timbral color, as well as musical line and register (due to differences in 

technical capabilities between instruments). Instead, the seating chart was used as a 

general guide to timbral progression during the composition of the work.  While this 

timbral progression was not used on a measure-by-measure basis, it does, nonetheless 

describe the predominant movement of timbre within Narcissus.  For example, there are 

instances when the solo flute passes a line directly to the clarinets.  Each timbral 

transition highlights a different facet of the participating instruments' characteristics.  To 

cite a general example, going from flute to saxophone emphasizes the reedier, airy quality 

of both instruments, while moving from flute to clarinet heightens the roundness, warmth 

and hollow focus of tone.  Often, the solo flute line passes first through the flute section 

to mediate the change from solo to ensemble.

Drone as Moment

Narcissus is concerned with the exploration of one moment, one thought, meaning 

that the consistency (despite difference) of the content of this one moment is important.  

If the silence under thought is contentless, then there is nothing by which to mark time, 

time being made manifest by change.  Drone is a central element in Narcissus as it 

permits the passage of time in the exploration of a single moment by offering a backdrop 

that is somewhat undifferentiated.  This “moment” that is being explored is in reality an 
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almost instantaneously here-and-gone event, yet in Narcissus it unfolds over the course of 

about twelve minutes, after which point it reverses.  In Narcissus, drone manifests as an 

expansive harmonic field, wherein the harmonic emphasis of a given phrase is prolonged 

through echo.  This process creates a wash of harmonies, ranging from a unison E, to a 

wide chromatic complement with E remaining quietly as the tonal center.  In a more 

familiar form, drone is perhaps more obvious in the second half (after m. 228), where the 

flute continues to reiterate E or overtones thereof.

Thematically, the drone is an attempt to embody the silence in the center, the 

silence in sound.  This embodiment is obviously impossible to achieve.  However, drone 

is not an uncommon technique as a means of directing attention: a preponderance of 

meditation music uses it for this very purpose.
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CHAPTER IV

MUSICAL ANALYSIS

Compositional Devices

Imitation 

Imitation, or echo, is the key feature of Narcissus.  On a large scale, imitation 

manifests as a structural device, clearly evident in the mirrored form of the work.  On a 

smaller scale, imitation functions as a compositional device, dictating the relationship 

between the soloist and ensemble.  On a more individual level, this imitation is evident 

within the musical material of the soloist, as the very limited motivic matter is used and 

reused again.  As the work revisits the same moment, the same material is heard again 

and again.

Fermatas 

Fermatas are used to stop the music.  Their function is to parse the work into 

small areas that are re-examinations of the same moment under different conditions or 

with a different focus.  It is the examination of, or peeling away of, different layers of 

thought within one moment, from the conscious surface of attentive thought down 

through desire, fragments of memory, and finally into only silence.

Indeterminate Elements

There were two deciding factors when it came to the inclusion of indeterminate 

notation within this work.  The first was the importance of chaos, or individuality, 

because, in delving into the silence under thought, thought itself is cheapened if it is 
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treated as a simplistic, one dimensional occurrence.  Instead, I have found thought in its 

totality to be nearly, if not wholly impossible, to pin down.  It is a complex “event.”  In 

Narcissus, this complexity results from the number of individual lines going on at once.  

Rather than instrumental groups (such as double reeds), or instrument types (such as 

oboes), playing individual lines, individuals (such as each oboe player) are called upon to 

act on their own.  Chaos or individuality, is achieved by assigning an instrument a 

musical passage set within a box, with the passage being repeated by each individual 

until instructed to stop.  The following example shows the clarinet line from mm. 134-

135 wherein the clarinet player(s) will execute the enclosed passage repeatedly, and at 

their own tempo until they fade out halfway through m. 135 (see Ex. 4.1).

Ex. 4.1, Narcissus, mm. 134-135.

Controlled elements of these indeterminate passages are the set of pitches to be played, as 

well as the order and register, and the general rhythmic treatment.  Usually, the only 

freedom the instrumentalist is given within these passages is the tempo at which they may 

be performed, as well as some minimal leeway regarding their start and end times. 

The second factor supporting this less defined approach was practicality.  To get 

the same effect by way of strict notation would have been much more troubling to the 

performer.  When one writes music for an ensemble with the intention of evoking chaos, 
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it must be relatively chaotic, so, generally speaking, it must be written in a way that 

defies expectation.  This resultant chaos makes learning parts, not to mention performing 

them in the correct time and manner, more demanding of the individual, increasing 

practice time, hampering confidence, and so on.  If an effect can be achieved in an easier 

manner, the simple approach can liberate the performer from possibly severe technical 

demands, allowing for more musical and interpretive expression.  Therefore, rather than 

attempting to recreate chaos by controlling it as tightly as possible, each participant is 

free to tailor the passage to his or her own will in so far as they fit within the set 

boundaries.

Adding to the rhythmic chaos of the work is the use of feather beaming.  This 

occurs mainly in the bass drum and timpani, where the onset of a passage occurs at a 

defined time, but the passage itself is to speed up or slow down independently from the 

ensemble (see Ex. 4.2).

Ex. 4.2, Narcissus, mm. 76-77.

In the above passage, the soloist begins at a slower tempo, speeding up through the 

middle and then slowing down again at the end of the passage.  Provided the passage fits 

within the allotted bar and a half, the performer has control over the pacing.

Pitch Bend 

Pitch bends have a strong thematic link to water and focus, or attention.  Both 
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sound and light bend when they pass through a medium.  This bending, depending on the 

surface (i.e., if it is parabolic) can result in a focus, or amplification, a direction of sound 

or light into a precise point.  A pitch bend is a musical refraction; the echo of the flute, as 

heard in the ensemble's many different voices, bends as it passes from one medium to the 

next (like through a lens, or water) and leads us to a focal point.  Thematically, pitch 

bends, which are more pronounced and more prevalent nearer to the point of focus (the 

silence in m. 228), direct the pitch to the unison.  

Pitch bends, or the impression thereof, are elicited in a few different ways.  The 

first is a minor bend created primarily through embouchure adjustment.  Of course, 

different instruments have different tuning tendencies which were kept in mind 

throughout the compositional process.  For example, the flute section's line avoids rising 

pitch bends, as to gain an appreciable difference in rising pitch, open keyholes are 

necessary.  As open holes are not a standard feature in the flute, rising pitch bends are not 

expected except by the soloist.

Within the brass section, horns and trombones are used as the primary source of 

pitch bends.  French horns are called upon to bend down by quarter tones by manually 

closing off the bell with their hands.  Trombones are an obvious choice for pitch bends, as 

the pitch bend is perhaps their most iconic gesture, and can be executed with much more 

freedom and variety than any other wind instrument.

Another method of pitch bend employed in Narcissus is the fingered descent or 

ascent which capitalizes upon the naturally open holes of the clarinets.  The pitch bends 
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assigned to the clarinets coincide with notes requiring more fingers on open-holed keys.  

The clarinets are used mainly as a source of rising pitch bends, as they can execute these 

much more easily than any of the other woodwinds. 

Measures 173-174 provide an example of fingered descents and ascents, 

combined with a subtle embouchure-controlled pitch bend in flute and piccolo, to 

replicate a pitch bend effect en masse (see Ex. 4.3).

Ex. 4.3,  Narcissus, mm. 173-174.
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In the above example, the neighbor tone that figures so heavily in the passage mutates 

into ascending and descending chromatic scales.  Again, these scales are largely 

unsynchronized; this means that the gesture will be preserved and repeated en masse, but 

that rhythmically, it will become more and more difficult to follow, leaving one with a 

general impression of frenzied action (due to the rapid articulation) through gradual 

descent and ascent.

Pitch Content

The basic pitch focus of Narcissus was in part chosen for its extra-musical 

connections.  The letters C for Narcissus and E for Echo.  The combination of the two 

letters, C/E, sound like “sea,” referring to water's reflective surface.  The C/E 

combination was modified to C#/E, as this slight change supports the particular 

multiphonic on the flute that I wanted to figure heavily in the work (a C#/E multiphonic 

has much greater dynamic range than the C/E multiphonic on the flute).  Micro-tonality is 

used in both the solo flute and in the ensemble parts.  However, the appearance of micro 

tonality has been limited and most often involves a gradual pitch bend from a regular 

note in the chromatic scale, rather than specific quarter tones to be played—a practical 

decision to deal with the wide level of performing abilities in most ensembles. 

The majority of the pitch content present within Narcissus originates from two 

distinct motifs.  Motif A (E, C#, D#, G#, A#) is a minor scale built on C# without the 

fourth and seventh scale degrees.  Motif C (E, F# G, B, C#, D#) is a hexachord based on 

E melodic minor, also missing the fourth scale degree.  Given that these two motifs are 
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the only melodic motifs of the work, the pitch content of this piece is derived mainly 

from a combination of C# minor, and E minor scales.  

Expanding Upon the Basic Harmonic Palette

Despite the relative harmonic stasis of Narcissus and the familiarity of its basic 

pitch content (a simple minor scale), there is still a significant amount of harmonic 

interest encountered through the work.  Harmonic variety is introduced in a few different 

ways.

Pitch bend is the first harmonic expansion encountered in Narcissus.  Pitch bend 

is initially used as a single event (i.e., not played simultaneously in numerous 

instruments).  With the introduction of pitch bend in m. 4, Narcissus sets up for later 

explorations of chromaticism and micro tonality  As the work progresses, pitch bends are 

used more frequently, and are exaggerated from slight microtonal adjustments made to 

single notes, long lines descending and ascending by full semitones in mm. 173-176 (see 

Ex. 4.3).

Other pitches not belonging to the main set are used early on in the piece, 

beginning as an indistinct rustling as the instrumental key clicks expand upon the C# 

minor pitch set.  The flute key clicks in m. 31 will sound the chromatic and microtonal 

pitches between an Eb and a G.  As other instruments pick up on the gesture, the range of 

pitches accessed in these passages expands.  While this is an extremely subtle 

introduction to a more chromatic palette, it is, nonetheless, important to note, as it 

supports and foreshadows the chromaticism that will figure more heavily later in the 
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work. 

Another way in which chromaticism is encountered in Narcissus is through the 

transposition of motivic material.  The three most chromatic lines in Narcissus are 

comprised of repetitions of motif A transposed by minor thirds (mm. 166-171, see Ex. 

3.13 on p. 51).  In mm. 166-167, rather than simply dwelling upon the pitch set of motif 

A (C#, D#, E, G#, A#), by the middle of the line the transposition of this figure has 

resulted in the addition of G, F#, B, A, D, C, F, creating the full chromatic set of pitches.  

Orchestration

Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra is a large ensemble work 

consisting of the following instruments:

Flute solo
Piccolo
Flute 1 and 2
Oboe
Clarinet in Bb (at least two)
Bass Clarinet 
Bassoon
Contrabassoon
Soprano Saxophone
Alto Saxophone (at least two)
Tenor Saxophone
Baritone Saxophone
Bb Trumpet (at least two)
Horn in F
Trombone (at least two)
Bass Trombone
Euphonium Tuba

Percussion 1 
     Tamtam
     Timpani (30'', 25'')
     Triangle
     Marimba
Percussion 2
     Bass Drum
     Suspended Cymbal (10-14'')
Percussion 3
     Car Spring
     Suspended Cymbal (19-24'')
     Vibraphone

In Narcissus, percussion is used as an extension of the less pitched, relatively quick-

decay effects of the flute.  The choice of winds and percussion only provides a basic, 
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almost primitive background, and serves to bring the listener on some level closer to their 

roots–that by limiting the instrumentation to breath and beats, the music is closer to being 

a body (a living thing unto itself).  That said, the percussion is not used as a rhythmic 

tool, keeping time as a heart would.  Rather, the percussion is used atmospherically: it 

sustains certain events through either definable echoes (with definable events, as opposed 

to a reverb-like effect), or as an extension of the sound, a reverberation (for example, a 

single note from the solo flute is dovetailed with the same note played by bowed 

marimba).

The wind instruments act similarly, picking up and continuing lines or fragments 

thereof, sometimes even only single notes.  As with the percussion, the prolongation of a 

single note elicits a timbrally mutated reverberation effect.  The repetition of lines or 

fragments sound as individual and definable echoes (again, definable echo as opposed to 

reverb).

Ensemble versus Individual

In Narcissus, the ensemble does not function as a unit as is traditionally expected.  

Neither does the relationship between ensemble and soloist fall within the expected 

category.  Instead, the soloist begins as a central figure with whom each instrumentalist in 

the ensemble is interacting independently.  The power of the individual line (solo) is 

eventually hidden amongst the independent echoes of that line.  Insofar as the ensemble 

is comprised of individual instrumentalists reacting to a central line, the ensemble does 

not work together as a whole.  However, the ensemble generally gains and loses 
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momentum (also as dictated by the soloist's material) as a whole.  This work is a group of 

individuals responding to a central individual, but those responses tend to follow similar 

patterns.

Balance

A large consideration in Narcissus is the relationship, or the seeming power 

struggle, that occurs between the soloist and the ensemble.  Rather than the soloist 

remaining always as a clear and defined voice heard above the rest of the ensemble, the 

soloist is gradually overtaken, consumed, by the chaos and dynamic strength of the 

ensemble. In addition, it is important to remember that it is not the strength of the 

ensemble working as a whole that overpowers the flute, but the ensemble as a cast of 

individual lines.

Listeners may imagine this work as dealing with feedback from a microphone.  

The soloist begins relatively alone, with only sparse echoes and delicate textures.  As the 

solo line gains momentum, the ensemble increases their echoes by number and 

amplitude.  Eventually, the echoes become so chaotic and loud that the soloist is hidden.  

Emerging from the confusion is the sound of feedback, beginning on a B in m. 176.  This 

B is significant as it affirms the eventual pitch center of E.  Following the silence, the 

second half of the work (beginning m. 229) is a gradual return to the beginning, where 

the ensemble plays everything in reverse, leading the soloist.  Again, the music passes 

through the stage of complete chaos, wherein the flute is difficult to hear.  The soloist, in 

the second half of the work is an echo of the ensemble, but is an echo based on E.
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Playability

Because of the chromatic lines present in the solo flute part, it was tempting to 

treat each instrument as one would a soloist in a chamber group.  However, this approach 

would have demanded a very high level of technical expertise from each member of the 

ensemble, making Narcissus a significant challenge for most wind orchestras.  As a 

performer, I know it is frustrating to learn a very difficult run only to have it buried under 

other material.  Nevertheless, chaos and complexity is a thematically necessary part of 

Narcissus.  

In order to minimize frustration and redundancy, not all solo passages are echoed 

completely.  Often, the ensemble only echoes selected areas of a passage, which usually 

coincide with peaks in register within the phrase (see Ex. 4.4).

Ex. 4.4, Narcissus, mm. 98-99.
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In the above example, rather than offering a full repetition of the entire solo line, echoing 

material is drawn only from the lowest point in the soloist's line, and is transposed and 

played by three of the lowest woodwinds.

More complete repetitions of the solo line are achieved by dovetailing small 

sections at a time through different instrumental groups, all while keeping as close as 

possible to the timbral chart, though also taking into consideration both the desired 

register and the natural facility of the instrument in question (see Ex. 4.5).
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Ex. 4.5, Narcissus, mm. 166-167.

In the above example, the echo of the solo flute's line begins with a mixture of flutes and 

lower saxophones, then moves to a mixture of alto saxophone and bass clarinet, followed 

by contrabassoon, clarinet in Bb, and finally bassoon.  The register of the echo in this 

example favors the lower instruments, which is why the timbral mutation is passed from 

low to high (from flutes and tenor sax to alto sax and bass clarinet to contrabassoons and 

clarinet in Bb).
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Chromaticism is something that is often difficult for instrumentalists to deal with 

and can significantly increase the practice time required to achieve the necessary runs.  

Therefore, material of a very technical solo line is often simplified to fit the needs of 

numerous instruments in the ensemble.  An example is the soloist's rising arpeggio of m. 

176 (see Ex. 4.6).

Ex. 4.6,  Narcissus, m. 176

This is simplified to become the soprano sax line in m. 176 (see Ex. 4.7):

Ex. 4.7,  Narcissus, m. 176.

The above example has made three changes to the original.  First, the bottom of the run is 

now based on the harmonic series, which is a more familiar and often practiced pattern.  

Second, the change of direction near the top of the run has been eliminated by switching 

the places of the two second to last notes.  Often the most difficult parts of a passage as a 

performer occur when there is a change in direction.  Third, this version of the run also 

shortens the figure to six notes, effectively quickening it, increasing the sense of urgency 

and direction.  Generally speaking, the shorter the run, the less likely concentration will 
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waver and physical tension will increase.

A more extreme example of simplification uses the same run, but this time 

tailored for brass (see Ex. 4.8).

Ex. 4.8,  Narcissus, m. 179.

In this example, if we re-examine the pitch content from the soloist's original line,  G# A# 

F D# G# A# B, it is easy to see how it can be rearranged to form two separate arpeggios 

based on the harmonic series: G#-D#-G# and Bb(A#)- F-Bb, with only the top B natural 

left over.  By pairing instruments off to state these arpeggios, which essentially sound a 

major second apart, the pitch content of the run is uncompromised; and yet the difficulty 

of the run has been dramatically altered, allowing for its execution across all instrumental 

groups.  This alteration does require careful setting of the passage for two reasons.  First, 

this version of the arpeggio requires two players to be synchronized.  Second, to mask the 

obvious simplification of this figure, it is best surrounded by statements truer to its 

original form.  Both of these reasons support the compositional switch to a rhythmically 

controlled approach to optimize co-ordination.  To combat this unprecedented sense of 

metric regularity at such a key area in the work, both statements in the clarinets and alto 

saxophones occur unsynchronized, and at the individual performer's discretion.  
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To sum up, an easier run can be played with better control not only over the 

fingering and pitch, but also with a more expressive musicality, thereby freeing up the 

instrumentalist to inject life into the performance.

Orchestrating the Two Halves

Narcissus is a work divided into two, with the overall structure taking the form of 

a mirror.  While this is an image peripheral to the main idea of the work, the two halves 

can be imagined as embodying two mediums: air and water.  A difference in feel between 

the two halves is achieved by the adoption of a number of differing approaches.  

First, and most obvious, is the switching of roles between soloist and ensemble.  

Following the silence at m. 228, the ensemble carries the virtuosic material that was the 

soloist's in the first half, and the soloist, in turn, takes up the role of echoing the ensemble 

with long and enduring tones.  While the ensemble carries these fragmented versions of 

the solo lines from the first half, the soloist's interaction with the ensemble is indeed as an 

echo (as was the ensemble's role in the first half), but as an echo of a single pitch.  

A second change from the first half to the second half of the work is the reduced 

percussion forces.  The first half of the work uses percussion more frequently and 

enthusiastically than does the second half.  This is done to achieve a smoother, more 

liquid atmosphere.  Also, the car spring is completely absent from the second half of the 

work, as it has very quick decay.  Lastly, to increase sustain, the vibraphone motor is used 

exclusively in the second half, but not at all in the first.

A third and significant difference between the two halves, and referred to in the 
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Text section above, is the shift from spoken text in the first half, to sung syllables in the 

second.  The first half of the work presents text in a more intelligible manner, in that, 

despite being orchestrated as a murmur, it is spoken, and it functions as language.  In the 

second half, both the phonetic reversal of the text and because it is also sung instead of 

spoken, the function of these fragments is changed from linguistic communication to 

become pure sound.  When we consider the effect of hearing speech underwater, it is a 

muddy experience where plosives and hard consonants have been masked, leaving 

primarily only the vowel sounds to carry through.  The practice of speaking in reverse has 

similarly reduced the presence of harsh consonants.  The truly alien sound of speech 

electronically reversed is a physical impossibility for a live performer as the whoosh 

sound of air immediately following a consonant is caused by the physical execution of 

that consonant.  When sounded out in reverse, it is impossible for the performer to place a 

consonant after a whoosh of air without expelling even more air afterward.  However, 

given the medium of the second half of the work (water), where plosives and hard 

consonants are all but eliminated in normal (forward) speech, this process becomes 

something of a non-issue, as the most challenging or impossible aspects of backwards 

speech have been muted by the thematic medium (water).  

The last significant change is the reduction of tongued notes.  Slurs dominate the 

second half of the work to further smooth out the sound, creating a more “underwater” 

atmosphere.  Tongued passages have been either been entirely replaced by slurred tones, 

or have, at minimum, utilized a combination of approaches.  For example, the repeated 
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tongued passages first encountered beginning in m. 157, have become, upon their return 

and reversal in the second half, passages consisting of a combination of tongued and 

bisbigliando or trilled notes (see Ex. 4.9).

Ex. 4.9,  Narcissus, mm. 256-257.

The addition of bisbigliando (which is what these reversed tongued passages mostly 

consist of) smooths out the roughness of the articulated 32nd notes.  The bisbigliando, or 

trill, offers a slurred change of timbre while essentially remaining on (or close to) the 

same note.  This technique allows the instrumentalist to continually replay the note, but in 

the smoothest possible manner.  This fluidity has the benefit of creating a smoother, 

glassier, less defined reflection of the first half of the work, as though everything is drawn 

out, evoking underwater acoustics.

Formal Structure

As was stated many times before, Narcissus displays a mirrored form, but does 

not go so far as to express a perfect palindrome.  Instead, the solo flute's lines provide the 
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framework of the composition until m. 228.  Up until this point the ensemble plays a 

reactionary role, echoing the soloist's material.  After m. 228, the ensemble takes over the 

flute's lines, stated in reverse, while the flute states long tones.

Motivic Material and Mapping the Mirror

Below is a general guide to the pitch content of Narcissus.  The motifs and 

techniques outlined below will be referenced in the following section.

Motif A: E C# D# G# A# - (built on C#)

Motif B:  pitch bend (originally a descent)

Motif C:  E F# G B C# D# (built on E)

Motif D:  C# - E thirds (minor) 

Technique A: rhythmic deviation: speeding up, slowing down, or steady rhythm 
within a free setting (at odds with the conducted pulse)

Technique B: sustained sound with an underlying sense of action (for example, 
rustling of unspecified key clicks, or long held notes with movement through 
pitch bend or timbral mutation [within a single instrument from airy to focused, or 
from instrumental group to instrumental group] fluctuations, even the large scale 
echoing material fits into this category of a prolonged harmonic field 
[action or change within a general feeling of stasis])

The following table chronologically outlines the basic action in Narcissus.  

Phrases are determined by either the appearance of a fermata, or by a change in texture, 

or the material presented.  Numbers with single apostrophes next to them (such as 14') 

imply a link in material and character between the original version of that phrase and its 

reappearance later in the work.  For example, phrase 15 (also called 14'), presents us with 

a similar texture and character to phrase 14, whereas phrase 17 (13'/11') combines 
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material originally found in phrases 13 and 11 (stated backwards to further illustrate the 

reversal of material) (see Table 4.1).

Table 4.1 Phrase Diagram Mapping the Mirror

Phrase 1 2 3 4

Measure m. 1 m. 4 m. 6 m. 9

Pitch center C#/E unpitched C#/E

Description -E-D-C# (1st 
half of motif A)

-motif B introduced
-technique A introduced

-technique B
introduced

-combination of 
everything so far

Method of 
phrase end

U U U U

Phrase 5 6 7

Measure m. 21 m. 31 m. 43

Pitch center unpitched/C#/E C#/E

Description -comb. of everything 
so far plus sustained 
long tone by fl.1 and 
bowed cymbal

-32nd note key clicks begin and are 
echoed
-air sounds introduced in ens.
-clearest pitches heard so far (C#-A 
bowed vib. and s. fl.)

-comb. of 
slower material

Method of 
phrase end

U U U
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(Table 4.1 Phrase Diagram Mapping the Mirror)

Phrase 8 9 10

Measure m. 57 m. 69 m. 96

Pitch center E largely unpitched C#/E

Description -motif C 
introduced (6-
note scale built 
on E)
-spoken text 
introduced

-large key click section
-echoes/breath effects 
occurring with more 
intensity

-slurred descending/ascending 
line in flute
-air sounds in brass
-unsync. echoes have definite 
pitch
-low sustained notes in low brass

Method of 
phrase end

U U U

Phrase 11 12 13

Measure m. 113 m. 131 m. 156

Pitch 
center

E-G-A#-F C#/E E-G-C#(-G#-Bb)-G#

Description -S. Fl. plays 
overblown motif C
-ens. echo-fragments 
more active

-slow, lyrical 
expansion of 
opening

-S. Fl. plays overblown motif C
-ens. repeated pitches/rapid text
-echoes become chromatic 
descents/ascents
-densest point of orchestration

Method of 
phrase end

U

No break to next 
phrase

U
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(Table 4.1 Phrase Diagram Mapping the Mirror)

Phrase 14 Center 15 (14')

Measure m. 185 m. 228 m. 229

Pitch center E silence E

Description -beginning of 
focal/unison area

-center of 
work

-singing on E
-instruments gradually break off singing to 
play
-m. 247 = m. 202
-m. 251 = m. 197

Method of 
phrase end

No break to next 
phrase

U

No break to next phrase

Phrase 16 (13')  17 (13'/11')

Measure m. 252 m. 256

Pitch center E E

Description -mm. 252-256 = mm. 
181-176
-m. 256 = m. 174 (Bsn., 
C.Bn.), m. 164 (T.Sx., 
B.Sx., Bb Tpt.)

-mm. 257-8 = m. 172 (Ob., Bb Cl., C.Bsn.)
-m. 258 = m. 172 (Picc., Bb Cl.) 
-m. 258 = m. 169 (Fl. 1)
-mm. 259-262 = mm.168-166 (woodwinds excl. 
saxes), m. 163, mm. 116-115 (saxes, low brass)
-mm. 262-268 = mm.162-157, mm. 122-115
-mm. 271-289 = mm. 154-134
-mm. 294-307 = mm. 110-96
-mm. 259-262 = mm.168-166 (woodwinds excl. 
saxes), m. 163, mm. 116-115 (saxes, low brass)
-mm. 262-268 = mm.162-157, mm. 122-115

Method of 
phrase end

No break to next phrase No break to next phrase
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(Table 4.1 Phrase Diagram Mapping the Mirror)

Phrase 18 (12') 19 (10') 20 (10')

Measure m. 270 m. 294 m. 309

Pitch center E E/C# E/C#

Description -mm. 271-289 
= mm. 154-134

-mm. 294-307 
= mm. 110-96

-S. Fl. echoes low brass with airy notes
-mm. 309-322 = mm. 103-106 (low brass)

Method of 
phrase end

No break to 
next phrase

U U

Phrase 21 (9') 22 (6'-3') 23 (2'-1')

Measure m. 323 m. 344 m. 354

Pitch center E/C#/unpitched E/C# E/C#

Description -key clicks, air sounds, 
airy echoes in S. Fl.
-mm. 323-342 = m. 95-69

-mm. 344-352 
= m. 30-4

-opening material against held 
notes/air sounds in S. Fl.
-mm. 354-361 = m. 3-1

Method of 
phrase end

U U U

Phrase 1 begins the work with a quiet, dry (unechoed) statement of the first half of 

motif A.  The first 68 measures (Phrases 1-8) of Narcissus provide a gradual introduction 

of materials and techniques to be used, along with the gradual appearance of echo by the 

ensemble.  The first full statement of motif A comes in mm. 17-18.  The second of the 

two melodic motifs (motif C) occurs in m. 61.  The most significant initial echoes occur 

in mm. 33-39 (key clicks, foreshadowing Phrase 9), mm. 40-41, then again in mm. 50-55 

(sustained pitches, foreshadowing Phrase 12), m. 63 (fingered echoes, foreshadowing 

Phrase 11), and, finally, with the first appearance of text in mm. 66-67, “who's there” 

(foreshadowing Phrase 13).  Phrases 1-8 develop slowly, presenting material within a 
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similar character, with each individual phrase generally increasing in length as the work 

progresses.

Phrase 9 (m. 69) is the first area where the entire ensemble takes part in the 

echoing of material.  This area is the largest and most significant of the unpitched areas, 

offering activity in the percussion section not seen again until m. 175.  Also this area is 

where unmeasured text makes its first appearance.  Phrase 10 (m. 96), is a combination of 

unpitched noise (air sounds in the upper brass), long tones (low brass and select 

woodwinds), and echoes of melodic fragments (usually found in the B. Cl., Bsn and C. 

Bsn lines).  The motivic basis for the solo flute line in m. 96 is motif A.  Over the course 

of Phrase 10, the solo line is repeated, expanded upon through overblowing to higher 

harmonics, and then gradually shortened to restatements of smaller parts of the tail of the 

line.  Measures 98-99 provide the longest occurrence of the Phrase 10 run (see Ex. 4.10).

Ex. 4.10,  Narcissus, mm. 98-99.

In the above example, motif A is bracketed.  The following bracket (1), is a statement of 

the head of motif A, produced by harmonics based on an F# statement of the three 

pitches.  Bracket 2 shows the movement to the transposition of the fragment to F#.  The 

following two notes (a fall of an augmented 4th to D, followed by G, leading to the 

upcoming C) function as a transition to an inverse statement of motif A's three most 
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registrally prominent notes (E, G#, A#).  The statement on these three notes, a major third 

followed by a major second, span an augmented 4th, which is a significant interval in 

Narcissus simply due to its presence here in motif A.  By reversing the direction of E,G#, 

A# while rooting it on C, the tail of the run gains its pitches: C, G#(Ab), F#(Gb).

Phrase 11 (mm. 113-130) presents the first of two elaborations upon motif C (the 

second occurs later in Phrase 13).  The tail of the run found in mm. 115-116 is taken once 

again from the head of motif A, transposed down, creating a span of third from the top 

note of the motivic fragment to the bottom note (see Ex. 4.11)

Ex. 4.11, Narcissus, mm. 115-116.

In the above example, motif C is bracketed as C.  The third appearance of motif C is a 

transposition resulted from overblowing.  This is followed by an overblown statement of 

motif A, with an extra E placed in for the following two reasons: first, it extends the motif 

to a six-note passage similar to motif C; and second, it creates a microtonal line (as 

higher partials have less precise tuning) leading up to the 3/4 sharp A at the end of the 

motif's statement.  Bracket 1 is another overblown version of the head of motif A 

(overblown from F#), which leads to a statement on F# (overblown from B in bracket 2), 

and then continues to transpose down ([E-C#]-[A-F#]-[D-B]).

Phrase 12 (mm. 131-155) is essentially a lyrical revisitation to the simplicity 
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found in the opening of Narcissus.  This area relies on relatively spare echoes, 

manifesting as long tones drawn from key notes within the soloist's line.  

Measure 134 provides the first occurrence of a repeated run based on an 

ascending statement of the pitches from motif A: [E#-C#-D#-G#-A#]-[G-A]-[Gb-Ab].  

The last two groups of this run are merely repetitions of the end of motif A, effected by a 

chromatic “pitch-bend” effect.

The line from m. 140 is an expression of motif A with Technique B applied to it 

(in other words, the written rhythms have the effect of creating a feeling of the gaining of 

speed over the course of the passage) (see Ex. 4.12).

Ex. 4.12, Narcissus, m. 140.

The two brackets labelled as A, while possessing the pitch content of motif A, change the 

register of some notes in relation to the original form.  Bracket 1 provides another 

transposition of the head of the motif, this time to A.

The first few measures (until m. 166) of Phrase 13 (mm. 156-184) is mainly an 

expansion of Phrase 11, but also of Phrase 9.  The soloist's line in m. 158 strongly 

resembles that of m. 115.  In both of these cases, this similar line goes on to be repeated a 

minor third higher (G) a few measures later.  Phrase 13's connection with Phrase 9 is of 

character and textural similarity.  Both of these areas rely on less pitched material (the 
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rapid speech in this area calling back to the key clicks of Phrase 9); and while there is 

some variety in pitch with speech patterns and key clicks, it is limited compared to other 

areas within Narcissus, creating more of a linear, “chattering” atmosphere.  This 

similarity is enhanced by the rapid tonguing on relatively stationary pitches by the 

ensemble, which is much like the more indefinite and limited pitch content resulting from 

trilled C#s, Gs and overblown areas from Phrase 9.

Beginning in m. 166, the soloist's lines become more chromatically articulate, as 

the inherent chromaticism results from fingering the sounding notes, rather than as an 

overblowing to a higher partial.  This, then, sets the chromaticism of mm. 166-185 apart 

as it is more solid, more definite in character than anything encountered before.  The first 

three runs are connected by transpositions, with the first rooted on C#, the second on G#, 

and the third on Bb.  The following example is the first of these three runs, built on C# 

(Ex. 4.13).

Ex. 4.13,  Narcissus, mm. 166-167.

The above line is a manifestation of motif A, transposed in its full five-note form 

throughout the passage until the last two notes.  The statement moves up by minor thirds 

and then falls quickly down to the beginning of a transposition in G where the passage 

ends.  Likewise, mm. 168-169 presents a similar passage rooted on G# where the 
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transpositions run from G#-B-D-F-G#-B respectively.  A comparable passage is stated for 

a third time in m.170, this time rooted on Bb.

In m. 172, the passage is rooted in G#, again pulling heavily from motif A, only 

this time the motif repeats smaller fragments of itself (Ex. 4.14).

Ex. 4.14,  Narcissus, m. 172.

In the above example, the passage begins with a statement of motif A based on G#, then 

repeats the pitch set out of order.  The initial chromatic fall in this passage welcomes the 

occasional return of these notes, interspersed within the repetition of the first four pitches 

of motif A as rooted on G#.  Despite the initial center of G# in m. 172, the passage dwells 

most heavily upon A# and B.   This is the point in Narcissus where a stasis is beginning 

to materialize.  The sense of direction previously provided by the soloist's passages 

(reaching its peak in the three chromatic runs directly preceding m. 172) begins to lose 

momentum, as a pull towards a singularity quickly develops.  The arpeggiated run up, 

beginning in m. 176, can be seen as a distorted mirror of itself, ultimately leading to E 

(see Fig. 4.1):

F    |   D#
                (B)-G#-A#-          |           -A#-G#-B__________

                                            (E)_______________________ 

Fig. 4.1, Narcissus, m. 176.
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The notes as they occur in the ascending run in m. 176 are  G#-A#-F-D#-A#-G#-B.  The 

notes of this run coincide with motif A rooted in G#, but this time with the order of the 

fourth and fifth notes switched (normally D#-F).  In the above format, this run can also be 

seen very loosely as an image of the work as a whole.  That the mirror is not exact (F 

versus D#), and that the surrounding material is, points to a seeming absence in the 

middle (the E in this case [the only note in between D# and F], or the silence in m. 228 

[the absence between a played E and a sung E]).  The high note of the run, B, remains, as 

pitch bends usher in an E.  The E becomes the pitched focal point of Narcissus, 

reaffirmed by its fifth, the high B, which almost seems to lead to the E appearing beneath 

(like the gradual emergence and resonance of a harmonic series built on E).

Phrase 14 (mm. 185-228) marks the beginning of the unison area.  During this 

phrase, the ensemble centers on E with minimal deviations.  This is the last area before 

the silence (m. 228), and the last area where text is spoken normally.  Between Phrases 14 

and 15 lies the focal point of the work: the silence in m. 228. 

During m. 228, the reflection begins, initially led by voices instead of instruments. 

This orchestrational choice further promotes the feeling of connection attained in the 

silence as it lends a more personal or human quality than the orchestration leading up to 

the moment.  From this point on, the flute is reacting to the ensemble, but almost as a 

sympathetic vibration, a continuation of resonance on E, or notes closely related to E (for 

example, related through harmonic series).  Phrase 15 (mm. 229-251) is analogous to 

Phrase 14 (and is also named Phrase 14') as it  expresses a similar sentiment in its 
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continuation of E as pitch center (as well as similar deviations from the center as E).  This 

time, however, text appears as sound: phonetically spelled out in reverse, and sung on E.

The solo material returns in the ensemble, only fragmented and overlapped.  

Phrase 16 is analogous to 13, while Phrase 17 executes an overlap of both Phrase 13 and 

11.  The thinning of the second half is quicker than the build up of the first.  Regarding 

the change in character of the two halves (air versus water as medium), the more active, 

even frenetic material of the first half is, in the second half quickly subdued (in water), 

leaving a calmer, smoother surface of reflection.  Phrase 18 prepares for the return of the 

opening material, offering slower material set within a relatively sparse texture, 

analogous to Phrase 12.  While Phrases 19 and 20 are separated by a fermata, both serve 

to draw out and revisit Phrase 10, offering a lull in the relatively quickened movement 

returning to the opening material.  Phrase 19 differs from Phrase 20 in that it presents the 

quicker paced, more soloistic material, while Phrase 20 re-examines the background 

textures of Phrase 10.  Extended key clicks return in Phrase 21, recalling Phrase 9.  

Phrase 22 exhibits the character and material from Phrases 6, 5, 4, and 3; and finally, 

Phrase 23 comprises a dramatic slowing down of Phrase 2-1.  The dying resonance of the 

flute is the last sound we hear.

The following figure provides an overall impression, or approximation of 

Narcissus, charting numerous elements of the work (Figure 4.2).
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Fig. 4.2, Narcissus: A Visual Approximation

Working from the top down, the above figure begins by differentiating between the first 

half of the work, influenced by air (it is the medium in which Narcissus exists), and 

water, the second half of the work (which the medium upon which Narcissus is reflected). 

Again, these two halves have implications regarding articulation, text (consonants versus 

a preponderance of vowels), and orchestration.  In this uppermost level of the diagram, it 

is clear by looking at the brackets that the second half (water) is foreshortened compared 

to the first half (air).  Next, the stated treatment of the text is catalogued, with the first 

half consisting of normally spoken dialogue, while the second half manifests as text sung 

phonetically backwards.  The general timbral progression of the work is illustrated next 

with the designation of a “less pitched” sound at the beginning gradually moving towards 

a more focused sound, with a greater use of the brass instruments by the end of the first 
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half and then reversing this process for the second half.  The two large, opposing arrows 

over top of the diamond shape delineate the general direction of the musical line: 

forwards in the first half of the work, and backwards in the second.

The diamond shape of the diagram suggests not only the general dynamic of the 

work, but also provides a rough guideline as to the employment forces throughout the 

work.  This diamond shape is made up of two triangles: two halves separated by a 

silence, in which there is a generally centrally oriented squiggly black line.  This black 

line, running unbroken from one end of one triangle to the far end of the other depicts the 

general contour and activity of the solo flute line.  It is clear to see, as represented by this 

diagram, that the flute line begins relatively slowly and subdued, then gradually builds in 

activity, expressing a peak in movement right before settling into the unison on which it 

remains for the remainder of the first half and the entirety of the second.  In the left half 

of the diamond shape, the contour of the flute line can most clearly be seen as offset 

repetitions above and below the darkest black line.  The color grading of these duplicate 

lines portrays the general treatment of echo within the work: subsequent echoes are 

weaker, and so are relatively diminished in volume compared to the original statement of 

a gesture.  In the right half of the diamond shape, the contour of the flute line can be seen 

as returning in a horizontally mirrored form, played by other members of the ensemble 

(again, the soloist is represented by the straight black line running horizontally along the 

center of the second half).  As represented by the squiggly lines in the second half, the 

material which was once the flute line is now fragmented and overlapping in places, and 
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played by other members of the ensemble.  Finally, the vertical lines occurring 

throughout the diamond shape suggest the fermatas which separate the phrases (the 

exploration of a single moment again and again).  These vertical lines occur at much 

more regular intervals at either end of the diamond, but expand to create larger sections 

nearer to the middle.

While Figure 4.2 is neither an exhaustive catalogue of themes and tendencies 

within Narcissus, nor is it a perfect pictorial representation of the work, it offers an 

impression of how some of the more dominant features of Narcissus work together to 

create a whole.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra is a work best understood after 

a careful examination of extra-musical motivations.  The basic subject of the work is 

difficult to talk about, but is, I believe, very important, and very powerful (something that 

I felt was necessary to explore for my own sake).

In this dissertation, Narcissus has been explored through a number of different 

avenues.  Because there are different elements being pulled together in this work, a 

certain amount of repetition (not inappropriate to the theme of this project), has proven to 

be necessary in order to clearly connect the deep symbolism and thought motivating the 

work with the structural form of the music.  In Chapter 2, the Narcissus and Echo myth 

was discussed as an inspirational image.  Here, a complete list of text fragments were 

presented along with an explanation of their importance to the work.  In Chapter 3, 

additional elements woven into the work were presented, including the image of the work 

as a wave, timbre and ring shout, and the use of drone as an undifferentiated moment.  In 

Chapter 4, a musical analysis of the work was provided with a listing and explanation of 

the key compositional techniques and devices used in Narcissus (such as imitation, 

fermatas, indeterminate elements, pitch bends, pitch content and an expansion of the 

harmonic palette).  Next, different aspects of the orchestration of the work were 

discussed, including thematic influences upon the soloist and ensemble relationship, 

balance, playability, and the different approaches taken in orchestrating the two halves.  A 
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brief catalogue of motivic material was included, followed by a phrase diagram of the 

work, which outlined similarities in material from gesture to gesture and between the two 

halves.  Next, a textual analysis served to expand upon the information found in the 

phrase diagram.  Finally, a pictorial impression of Narcissus offered a cohesive image of 

the work as a whole.

These topics were explored with the aim of bringing together the many different 

threads present in Narcissus: Concerto for Flute and Wind Orchestra, thereby 

illuminating the themes of central importance to the work: involution, silence, reflection 

and wave. 

It can be difficult to tell, initially, the relative importance a particular project will 

have upon one's creative growth.  For myself, this work has proven to be an illuminating 

experience.  I have particularly enjoyed meditating upon and exploring the intellectual 

themes upon which Narcissus is based, with all of their layered meanings.  The overall 

difficulty and intermittently diminished status of the soloist of Narcissus will 

undoubtedly lead to some criticism.  The work places high virtuosic demand on the 

ensemble and the solo line is occasionally, and for the concerto form, unusually, buried 

by the sheer cacophony the orchestra is called upon to produce.  However, both of these 

“mistakes” were made only after serious consideration, and always with an eye toward 

the development of the extra-musical resonance of the work.  Without these difficulties, 

the Concerto's claim upon its subject matter would simply be too tenuous.  All of the 

deviations from the expected tradition have a thematic grounding within this work, and 
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only serve to enrich it.

As Narcissus is a journey into the core of self, so, I found, was its composition.  

More than any of my previous compositions, Narcissus expresses the fullness of my 

creative ambition.  It displays my affinity for a strong thematic grounding, my interest in 

new musical techniques, and my concern for challenging some of the more staid forms of 

musical convention.  Composing Narcissus has been a profoundly liberating experience, 

one that has taught me a great deal about music, and also about staying true to who and 

what I am, true to my ambitions as an artist and composer.
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CHAPTER VI

NARCISSUS: CONCERTO FOR FLUTE AND WIND ORCHESTRA
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