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“Child”

The penultimate song begins with a thirteen measure interlude that segues
directly from the end of “Morning Song.” The contrast between this interlude and
the conclusion of “Morning Song” is extreme. Though both sections are written in
7/8, this new section is not nearly as agitated and is much more harmonically
consonant. Through the cadence at measure 13, this introduction section was
written to express the passing of time that happens between “Morning Song” and
“Child.” For the protagonist, her child has grown out of infancy and their
relationship has developed. Still, she carries with her a darkness that will not fade
completely. In measures 14 and 15, the primary theme of this movement is stated.
The theme, shown in ex. 9, is only two measures and will recur later in the song.
Similar to “Morning Song,” but unlike the other movements, this primary theme will

not conclude the movement.
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ex. 9: “Child"m. 12 -17.

The entrance of the voice in this movement presents text that demonstrates
the protagonist’s love for her child. In fact, as she sings, “your clear eye is the one
absolutely beautiful thing,” it seems that her love for her child is greatest, if not the
only love in her life. I have musically illustrated this by composing a phrase that is
sweet and light yet still carries tension in the subtle moments of dissonance and
irregularity of the mixed meter. This can also be seen in ex. 9.

Measures 21 through 29 designate the second poetic section of the song,
wherein the primary two measure theme is presented again. Here, the protagonist
shares the joyful images that have inspired her child before now. She begins this

section singing, “I want to fill it [her child’s eye] with color and ducks, the zoo of the
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new.” [ have characterized this section by settling the music into a regular
compound meter of 6/8 and by centering the melody in a definite key center. The
melody in this section is written around the G and F# major chords which function
as the flat six and dominant chords in B minor.

As this second section begins to draw to a climax in measures 28 and 29, |
prepare the presentation of the tone row that begins in measure 30. This mutation
of the tone row first presents the reverse order of the second set of six followed by
the original order of the first set of six. In sets of scale degrees, this permutation is
expressed by: 11,7,1,5,8,3 /0, 4, 10, 6,9, 2. This presentation is symbolic of the
reflection between mother and child in the poem. The first six pitches in the tone
row mathematically generate the second six pitches, making the first six pitches the
“parent” of the second six pitches, the “child.” The text used for this presentation in
the vocal melody, “pool in which images should be grand and classical,” is a
statement in which the protagonist refers again to her child’s eye. The second six
pitches, the “child” set are used first in this presentation as it is the eye of the child
that inspires the protagonist to make this poetic statement. The “parent” set is then
used as the protagonist gives her input to the phrase, what she believes the images

“should be.” The complete presentation of the tone row is shown below in ex. 10.
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ex. 10: “Child” m. 30 -38.

At measure 36, the concluding section of the song begins. Marked grave, the
mood shifts drastically as the protagonist finally reveals the dark instigation of the
song. With the text, “not this troubling wringing of hands, this dark ceiling without a
star,” the protagonist reveals that the poem has been a response to the troubling
sadness of her child. In my interpretation, the protagonist realizes as she begins to

sing this line that her child is troubled based on a model of her mother’s own
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sadness. This brings about an extended ending in which the text “this dark ceiling” is
repeated. The decision to repeat this text was made in order to show the
protagonist’s battle against her depression, her insurmountable dark ceiling. Setting
this repeated text high in the singer’s range and contrasting its forte marking from
the piano marking in the accompaniment, [ attempted to illustrate the
insurmountable ceiling as the word “ceiling” was sung. The final text of the song,
“without a star,” is sung softly, as the protagonist gives up hope. This is the final
moment of the work in which the protagonist still exists. The concluding section is

shown in ex. 11 for reference.
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ex. 11: “Child” m. 39 - 44.



“Mirror”

The final movement of the cycle is the only movement not from the
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perspective of the protagonist. This song is the expression of the protagonist’s

mirror who is unaware of her absence. To separate this piece from the others, |

introduce the all twelve tones immediately in the piano part. The first two measures

contain each of the twelve pitches as shown in ex. 12.

Piano

ex. 12: "Mirror”"m. 1 - 4.

Spettrale o=86
A )

In measure 5, the voice enters with a freely composed melody, and the first

text sung is the mirror describing its own virtues and characteristics. Measure 22 is

the next significant marker as it denotes the end of the primary theme. Also,

measure 22 contains the complete, original presentation of the tone row in the right

hand of the piano part. This presentation is shown in ex. 13.
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ex. 13: “Mirror”" m. 22 - 23.

In measure 23, a transition is made to tonality based in A major, padding the
mirror’s first mention of pseudo-sentiment, a poetic construct tailored for this work
that reappears throughout the song. This is expressed as the mirror sings, “I am not
cruel, only truthful.” There is not a direct sentiment given in this line, which
preserves the mirror’s objectiveness, but the negation of cruelty insinuates the
mirror’s human-like desire not to be cruel.

Measure 29 marks a return to atonality on the text “four cornered.” Shown in
ex. 14, quartal harmony is employed at this moment as a gesture of text painting and

to transition smoothly from tonality to atonality.
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ex. 14:

with an variation on material from the interlude that opens “Child.” Marked
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“Mirror” m. 28 - 36.
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In measure 37, a chain reaction of recurring material is initiated beginning

capriccioso, this section develops into a frenzied flashback that ends with the mirror

remembering the concentrated stare of the protagonist, in older age, “searching my

reaches for what she really is.”
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In measure 63, material from “Words” is used as the mirror recalls the
protagonist looking hastily into “those liars the candles or the moon” before
accepting the mirrors faithful reflection. A tone row permutation then transitions to
the next section and reference. This presentation states the second six pitches
forwards followed by the reversed statement of the first six pitches. This can be
seen as an inversion of the process used in ex. 10 from “Child.” This permutation is

displayed below in measures 85 - 87 of ex. 15.
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ex. 15: “Mirror” m. 84 - 87.

Next, the tone row from “On Looking Into the Eyes of a Demon Lover” is used
briefly, setting new text that describes the protagonist’s reaction to the mirror’s
faithful reflection. In this section, the mirror sings, “she rewards me with tears, an

agitation of hands...”
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Quickly, the music transitions to the primary theme from “Morning Song” as
the mirror sings the text, “each morning it is her face that replaces the darkness.” In
a poetic reflection, the tears of the protagonist take the place of the tears of her
child. It is now her cries that inspire the mirror to reflection. A complete statement
of the “Morning Song” theme is made with the progression of the “Mirror” poem text
superimposed before the music shifts again now to the concluding piano part from
“Child.”

No text is set over this section, but the perdendosi finale from “Child” serves
here as a transition back to the primary theme that began “Mirror.” In this final
phrase of the cycle, the mirror sings, “in me she has drowned and in me she rises
day after day like a terrible fish.” The cycle ends with the presentation of the tone

row shown in ex. 13.

Concluding Thoughts

This song cycle was composed over the course of six months of work and
study with Dr. Chih-Long Hu at East Tennessee State University. The project has
forced me to use new compositional techniques and has led me to new discoveries
concerning melody writing, the possibilities of art song, and use of controlled
harmony and the piano. Also, I have all but wringed out nearly every musical
symbol I can think of to represent a mirror. As a reflection of the poetry I selected, I
think the project has been very successful. | wanted to create a work that told a

story, and by combining Plath’s poems in a unique chronology, I feel I have created a
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powerful protagonist and a composition that speaks poignantly back to myself.
Though the protagonist in the cycle cannot overcome her internal discourse and
darkness, her love and sincerity is reflected in her child, her mirror, and ultimately,
her song. More than anything, I hope that by experiencing this work, one who
needed it could realize that giving up hope only leads to irreversible anguish and
that the only way to crawl from darkness in this life is to hold steadfast to love and
truth. I have ascertained many things throughout composing this piece, but this is
the most crucial thing | have come to understand and I believe it to be my purpose

in this work.



