








Metamorphoses

composition which is in the minor mode throughout. The effect of the shift from
the minor to the major mode at this point is, as a result of its singularity, stunning
(or climatic?). Glass himself notes that the shift from major to minor in the same
key was inspired mainly by Schubert and indeed this influence is not difficult to
discern (Glass, interview with the author, 8.9.1993).

Part One Part Two Part Three Part Four Part Five
i iv pvii pVII pvii pVII pvii vi i tonality

J=108-112 J=96-104 polyrhythm:J=132/J =88  J=120-130J =108-112

J=120 J=120  tempo
5:39 7:19 5:30 7:00 5:03 duration
A B C D A' form

Macro-level asymmetrical symmetry in Metamorphosis

Number three is distinguished further from the other metamorphoses because of
its polyrhythmic texture; although it is written in 6/8 time, it is actually the left hand
only that is playing in this rhythmic configuration. The right hand plays two dotted
quarter-notes a bar throughout, creating a strong tension between perceived
binary and ternary parts. It is worth noting that while the left hand is playing the
fastest tempo of the entire composition ( /] = 132), the right hand is playing the
slowest ( J . = 88). This is a second ambiguity to add to the minor/major ambiguity
described above; once again it occurs at the central fulcrum of the composition.

Although number four contains some polyrhythmic passages, it is not
polyrhythmic throughout; interest is preserved in this section, however, by its strict
rhythmic syncopation (4/4 N/ ) J ) which is related rhythmically to the synco-
pated opening phrases of the composition (4/4 ./ )4. Number three is, thus, by
far the most complex and dynamic as well as the most rhythmically ambiguous of
all five metamorphoses as experienced by the listener.

Elsewhere, | have hypothesised that a parallel with mandala symbolism can be
recognised here (Richardson, 1993a; 1993b). | would certainly be reluctant to
give up this hypothesis entirely, given that Glass is a practising Tibetan Buddhist
who more likely than not uses mandala diagrams as a tool in meditation. That
visual forms used to induce a meditational condition could have a subliminal
influence on the forms used to construct music which is meditative by nature does
not seem unlikely to me. Helen Semyonova has revealed similar mandala-like

4) The effect of this strong right hand syncopation (4/4 b)) }) when superimposed on the more
stable left hand pattern (4/4 J]/]) is very similar to the polyrhythm of the previous section, and
brings to mind also of the canonic phase shift pactices of Steve Reich.
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principles of construction in the compositions of Schnittke, Denisov and Shchedrin
(Semyonova 1993), minimalists Terry Riley and Peter Michael Hamel have both
written circular musical scores analogous to Buddhist and Hindu mandala
diagrams, and the British composer John Tavener has written a number of cyclical
compositions analogous to icons used in orthodox christianity. Mandalas
employed in Tantric Buddhism are constructed from a circle at the centre of which
is a highly ambiguous central axle from which all transformations emanate. There
are some obvious parallels which | will not pursue further here, but | am certainly
of the opinion that such an interpretation as well as a gendered or socially based
"hearing" would certainly be grounded in these circumstances, particularly when
the more general context of Glass's theatrical works is taken into account.

It should be noted, though, that Glass himself has conceived of this particular
piece more in linear terms: "they're five pieces that seem to be music in the
process of transformation in a very gentle way" (Glass, interview with the author,
8.9.1993). In this respect, a more obvious visual parallel would by the series of
works by the Dutch artist M.C. Escher (see illustrations on this and the opening
page) which carry the same name as the Glass composition and in which certain
formal similarities can be easily discerned: these include gradual transformation
and cyclic form.
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Computer analysis of Metamorphosis I, (bars 1-5)using SignalyzeT™ 2.41.
program with Macintosh hardware

Above: sound waveform envelope illustrates an approximation of the
amplitude of the wave form. The computer analysis shows that there is
no consistent stress on either beat, which, when perceived, calls into
question which of the two is in fact the downbeat.
Middle: Spectrogram analysis (very slimband) demonstrates the rich
overtone structure of the opening proposition.

" Below: musical notation of the same four bar phrase:
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Computer analysis of Metamorphosis I, (bars 47-52)
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