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I. Background 

Title and Inspiration 

Brown Eyes, Black Magic was composed between December 2015 and February 

2016, completed Black History Month. The work is a tribute to women of color in 

America. The title pays homage to the “Black Girl Magic” campaign, which CaShawn 

Thompson founded in 2013 to empower women of color by highlighting their 

achievements in different fields (Wilson 2016). When asked about using the term magic, 

Thompson told the LA Times, “I say ‘magic’ because it’s something that people don’t 

always understand. Sometimes our accomplishments might seem to come out of thin air, 

because a lot of times, the only people supporting us are other black women” (Thomas 

2015). Although the piece is not programmatic, I tried to create a mysterious sound 

world, in which the listener focuses on the beauty of ever-shifting sonic colors. My aim is 

for the title to suggest a theme and allow listeners to ascribe their own meanings to the 

music. Given the emphasis on the ambiguity of the shifting sonorous palette in the work, 

the title provides an adequate balance between vagueness and specificity. 

Instrumentation  

I chose to compose this orchestral piece with the goal of learning new approaches 

to orchestration from my mentor, Dr. Orlando Garcia. Of his works, I am particularly 

fond of the orchestral compositions and would have considered it to be a missed 

opportunity not to study orchestration with him. When considering size and 

instrumentation within the orchestra, I based my decisions on the potential for future 
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tongue, creating a pizzicato-like sound. The notation for both of these effects can be seen 

in Figure 8. 

 

 

     Figure 7 - mm. 41 - 42 

 

 

              Figure 8 - m. 74 

 

The pianist produces a glissando effect is by strumming the strings near the pin, 

while holding down the pedal. The performance notes indicate that this should be done in 

the highest register of the piano. Figure 9 shows the notation for this effect:  
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Figure 9 - mm. 70–71 

 

Pizzicato finger nail, or “pizz. f.n.”, refers to plucking the strings inside the piano 

with the finger nails. Pizzicato fingertips, or “pizz. f.t.”, similarly refers to plucking the 

strings with the fingertips. This effect is notated using standard note heads, writing 

pizzicato above the staff. Another piano technique involves muting the strings inside. 

This is indicated with the instruction “muted with f.t. near pin,” in addition to a “+” 

symbol above the note head; performer mutes the string near the pin with the fingertip 

and plays the notated key on the keyboard. When this effect applies to a group of notes, 

the performer is instructed to do the same muting effect with the palm instead of the 

fingertips. The notation for this effect can be seen in Figure 10. 

 

 

   Figure 10 - m. 16 

 

The only extended technique in the percussion part occurs when the performer 

plays the tam-tam with the head of a superball mallet in a slow circular motion around the 

instrument. This produces a ringing effect that can be heard in m.89.  
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In the string parts, aside from standard effects such as pizzicato, sul tasto, sul 

ponticello, and harmonics, only glissandi of artificial harmonics, pizzicato glissandi, and 

tapping on the instruments are used. The glissandi notation is shown in Figure 11, and 

the notation for the tapping effect is shown in in Figure 12. 

 

 

   Figure 11 - m. 104 

 

 

 

Figure 12 - mm. 86–87 

 

Klangfarbenmelodie and Transitioning Timbres 

 The Klangfarbenmelodie technique associated with the second Viennese School 

served as models for creating shifting timbres in Brown Eyes, Black Magic. 

Klangfarbenmelodie is the practice “in which the timbres of successive tones gain 

melodic importance comparable to that of pitch,” (Cramer 2002). Schoenberg’s Farben, 

and Webern’s Concerto for Nine Instruments are excellent examples of this technique. 
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Figure 13 shows an example of the use of this technique in Brown Eyes, Black Magic. 

Here, the material in the trumpet, vibraphone, and piano parts arpeggiated the minor 

triad, with each instrumentalist playing one of the notes of the triad. Assigning individual 

notes of a motif to different timbres is characteristic of Klangfarbenmelodie. The minor 

triad is treated as a motif in the piece, and is further developed in the D section. 

 

 

Figure 13 - m. 101 (transposed to concert pitch) 

 

Within gestures, musical materials are often orchestrated to allow one or more 

timbres to transition seamlessly into a contrasting timbre. String glissandi are often part 

of this transitional process. This method of transitioning from one timbre to another 

occurs in every section of the work. Figure 14 shows an example of this technique. In 

this figure, the oboist starts by playing the pitch D and is joined by the violists. The 

violists then glissando to E flat. The violist, the oboist, and the trumpet player play E flat 

simultaneously, as the oboist and violist fade out. The percussionist plays a tremolo on 

the vibraphone on the note E flat, starting quietly and increasing in volume as the trumpet 

player decreases in volume. The resulting effect of this gesture is a transition of timbres. 
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This effect can be understood as a variation of Klangfarbenmelodie. Instead of individual 

notes being assigned to individual alternating instrumentalists, multiple instrumentalists 

play the same note with different durations, entrance points, dynamics, and articulations 

to create one gesture. 

 

 

Figure 14 - mm. 7–9 (transposed to concert pitch)  
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IV. Basic Techniques 

Pitch Organization  

The three primary pitch collections in this work are shown in Figure 15. This 

figure also includes a diagram indicating where each of the pitch collections is used in the 

piece. Pitch collection one, which forms the unique octatonic septad, was chosen 

intuitively, at the piano. The remaining unused pitch classes formed the complementary 

pitch collection two. Pitch collection three (the whole-tone hexachord plus a tritone) 

freely combines pitch classes from the first two collections.  

 

 

Figure 15 - Pitch Collections and Their Use 

 

The material in section A emphasizes the intervallic relationship of alternating 

whole and half-steps in collection one, an example of which can be seen in Figure 16. In 

this figure, glissandi ranging half and whole steps occur simultaneously. All the glissandi 
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in the A section span either a minor or major second. Glissandi ranges are discussed 

further in chapter six. 

 

 

Figure 16 - mm.13–14 

 

Pitch collection two consists of the pitch classes A flat, B flat, D flat, E, and G. 

This is a subset of the octatonic collection and can be thought of as a diminished-seventh 

chord, (E, G, B flat, D flat), plus the additional pitch class A flat. Although this 

relationship is not emphasized melodically, the collection is presented as a vertical model 

or chord, allowing the diminished-seventh quality to be heard. A reduction of these 

vertical models can be seen in Figure 17. Additionally, in m. 83 only the pitches from a 

diminished-seventh chord are used. A reduction of this is shown in Figure 18. 

 

 

 Figure 17 - mm. 56–67 Reduction 
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 Figure 18 - m. 83 Reduction 

 

Pitch collection three consists of the pitch classes A flat, A natural, B, D flat, D 

natural, E flat, F, and G. The notes in pitch collection three form four pairs of tritones, A 

and E flat, B and F, D and A flat, and G and D flat. These tritone pairs are emphasized in 

the music, specifically in mm. 118–124. Figure 19 shows this passage. In these 

measures, pairs of string instrumentalists play a starting pitch in unison, and then one 

voice moves downward in oblique motion. One of the players performs a downward 

glissando with the range of a tritone, while the other sustains the original pitch. By m. 

122, all four pairs of tritones are being played simultaneously.  

 

 
     Figure 19 - mm. 118–124 
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Rhythmic Detail 

The A and C sections feature mostly long durations and slowly evolving material. 

The B section features shorter durations and more rhythmic variety, in contrast to the 

slower sustained material heard in the opening A section. Whereas the A section lacks a 

distinctive pulse, the B section features multiple pulses. The note durations in the 

rhythmic B section follow a trend: broadly speaking, they start short and become longer 

as the section progresses. This trend is not strict, and there are instances in which a note 

is followed by a note with a shorter duration. These deviations make the music sound less 

predictable. The B section begins with sixteenth notes, at a tempo of 90 beats per minute. 

These are the shortest note durations of the section. Although the sixteenth notes occur at 

multiple points, there are no shorter note durations. The material at the start of the section 

is presented in rhythmic unison, and, as the work progresses, the material becomes more 

contrapuntal. 

The material in the Coda section emphasizes polyrhythms, featuring eighth notes, 

eighth-note triplets, sixteenth notes, dotted eighth notes, and long sustained notes 

occurring simultaneously. The polyrhythmic texture of the Coda section, similar to the B 

section, combines multiple pulses to create the impression of an absence of pulse.  Each 

instrument plays an arpeggio with note durations that subdivide the beat differently. The 

individual rhythms contrast each other, and the resulting effect is that the listener does 

not hear any steady pulses. 
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V. Vertical Models 

 With the exception of the Coda, all sections of the work are structured using a 

chordal plan. Each section is derived from vertical models, even if the pitches do not start 

or end together. These chords are built using pitch classes from the three pitch 

collections. Figures 20 through 22 show these models, the measure number at which they 

occur, and the pitch collections comprising them.  

 From the start of the piece until m. 56, only the pitch classes from pitch collection 

one are used. All chords from the beginning until m. 28 are built from four pitch classes. 

The chords in mm. 10 and 11 are the same pitch classes, and in the same vertical order, as 

the chords in mm. 13–14. The intervals in between the individual notes have been 

widened by an octave. This process of enlarging intervals is repeated with the chords in 

mm. 18–19, which are widened by an octave in mm. 19–20. 

 The chords in mm. 22–23 are arranged in quartal voicings. The sound of 

harmonies built on fourths in the register around middle C is further explored in the D 

section. These chords are repeated an octave lower in mm. 25–26. The vertical models in 

the A section are shown in Figure 20. 
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  Figure 20 - A Section Vertical Models 

 

At the start of the B section, the chord in m. 28 and 43 is constructed using all 

seven pitch classes of pitch collection one. These pitches are voiced as an extended 

quartal chord. These same seven pitch classes are voiced as clusters built on seconds in 

m. 35 and 41. All the pitch classes of pitch collection two are used in the chords in mm. 

56–82. In m. 56 and 67 the voicings are relatively open, with intervals of fifths and 

fourths between notes. In m. 71 through the end of the B section the chords are voiced as 

clusters. The vertical models used in the B section are shown in Figure 21. 
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Figure 21 - B Section Vertical Models 

 

  

The chords in the first part of the C section, mm. 98–103 and 130–156, are 

constructed using pitch classes from pitch collection one. Mm. 104– 06 are built from the 

pitch classes of pitch collection two. The chords in mm. 107–129 are constructed from 

the pitch classes of pitch collection three. For most of the C section, mm 104–124, the 

chords are voiced as clusters built on seconds. The chords in m. 111 and 124 use all eight 

pitch classes of pitch collection three. The D section features relatively open-voiced 

chords with fourths and fifths between the outer and inner voices. As shown in Figure 

22, there are seconds, thirds, and fifths between the inner voices. 
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Figure 22 - C & D Sections Vertical Models 
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VI. Horizontal Models 

Arpeggios 

Most of the material presented in the piece unfolds slowly in stepwise motion, so 

it is noticeable when the material moves by skips relatively quickly. The D Section 

features an ostinato constructed from pitch collection one, presented as an arpeggio in 

thirds. This arpeggio occurs in different note durations throughout the section, and can be 

seen in the original form in Figure 23.  

 

 

     Figure 23 - m. 129 

 

 Starting in m. 130, this arpeggio is presented along with long sustained note 

durations. These sustained notes are harmonized using the notes of pitch collection one. 

To accomplish this, three lower pitches are played with the same duration as the 

sustained note from the arpeggio. The resulting chords are juxtaposed against the original 

arpeggio. Figure 24 shows a reduction of the chords. 

 

Figure 24 - mm. 130–142 
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The pianist plays a varied version of this chordal material in mm. 145–156. The 

material is developed through the use of repeating notes, repeating phrases, and 

staggering the entrances of chord tones. These techniques are used to vary the original 

presentation of the material to create contrast.  The piano version of the material is shown 

in Figure 25. The staggered entrances outline a minor triad in mm. 145–147 with the 

notes B, D, and F sharp. This minor triad motif is presented earlier using 

Klangfarbenmelodie in the C section, as seen in Figure 26. 

 

 

Figure 25 - mm. 145–156 

 



26 

 

 

   Figure 26 - m. 101 

 

In the Coda section, the ostinati include the pitches from pitch collections two and 

three. The first three measures feature ostinati constructed using pitches from collection 

two, but from m. 160 to the end of the piece, all the material is constructed from the 

pitches from collection three. The pitches in each pitch collection are shown again in 

Figure 27. The ostinati in the Coda section alternate between a line based on skips, to 

melodic fragments in stepwise motion. 

 

 

Figure 27 - Pitch Collections 

 

Glissandi as a Horizontal Model 

The main motif and horizontal model in this piece is the string glissando. The 

glissandi can be heard in different combinations with varied durations, ranges, and 

directions throughout the work. The glissandi range in duration from half of a beat, 

(Figure 28), to eight beats, (Figure 29). The glissandi span a minor second (Figure 30) 


