Composing for Flute, advice and warnings

April 11,2016

Here is a running list of salient points from my separate blog entries together in one place.

This is a work in progress, so any tips are welcome. For more advice on composing for
flute, you can view all entries in the categories: Composing for Flute, or pet peeves.

Range of the Flute and the Characteristics of its Octaves : for a full rant on the subject,
read here.

The first octave of the flute has a special
timbre due to the fundamental being A
L |

relatively _—'5‘ e m—
weak in relation to its first partial ( a partial D r———
can also be called a harmonic partial or B foot

overtone). Projection over other sounds

doesn’t come easily in this register.

Dynamics are possible and are produced by adding and subtracting the upper partials of
the sound.

A special word about the lowest notes of the
flute. These are produced by the right hand

[}
pinky on the foot joint of the flute. Fast _—g‘ C
H L T z e
passages that are not purely chromatic or ) = e —
scalar can be difficult because they require B foot

sideways motion. Consider writing fast

passages for these lowest notes on alto flute. A

fluid motion from B — C# is not possible because the C/natural roller lies in between the B
roller and the C# lever.

The middle C# of the flute deserves special mention.

Because it is the open note of the flute it has a naturally A

hollow timbre. Debussy used this to great effect in the m
opening of his L’Aprés-midi d’'un Faune. Although it )

technically lies in the second octave, its projection

possibilities are limited due to its lack of upper partials in

the sound.

The second octave of the flute doesn't contain as
many caveats, but beware writing these notes as
harmonics (see below). H Vi

¢

- |

ANV

The third octave is where the flute can really shine
in an orchestral situation. However, sustained quiet
passages, or dynamics al niente or dal niente can be
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difficult for the highest notes of this range. It may better to use piccolo, especially if the
passage contains rapid notes. At the highest latitudes,

writing fast passages on piccolo instead of flute can /%

save a flutist hours of practice and physical therapy.

One assumption composers commonly make is to
write loud sustained passages in this range on
piccolo instead of the flute, thinking that the piccolo
will project more. The third octave of the flute projects quite differently than the second
octave of the piccolo. If you want a brilliant sound for sustained notes this register, use
flute and not piccolo. It is really a color choice.

A mistake composers often make is to write these notes as harmonics, thinking that this
will make them quieter and give them a more détimbré sound. That may be so on string

instruments, but from around F or G up in this register on the flute, harmonics require more

air and a higher air speed, and are therefore difficult to produce quietly. If you want a
special quiet sound, find a special fingering that vents the sound and doesn’t rely on an

overblown fundamental. However, if you want a full overblown sound, the harmonics in this

register work very well.

Use the fourth octave sparingly, especially when
writing for young players. A non-harmful 4th octave
technique takes time to develop. In ensemble or
orchestral music with extended or technical passages

|||||=|\o

[
in this register, please consider using piccolo. If the # o)
passage contains sustained notes in this register, :;"

piccolo is also better.

In this range, the flute will be heard, no matter how

many ppp’‘s a composer writes. Loud dynamics only. The remarks about harmonics in the

third octave also apply here.

If you have read this far and this high, and are wondering whether to use flute or piccolo,
here is a flow chart to help you decide (or give you too many options):
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The range of the piccolo at concert pitch (not written an octave lower, just so you realize how freaking high it is) I.# s P #. . Eﬂ - E
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F#7 to A#T C#8to |
to
D5 to C#6 D6 to G6 D#7 to F7 fromhereon- B7to C8
(Middle C = C4) v piccolo only!
¥ Y v
f— use piccolo!
do you use solo or with other what is the dynamic dynamics?
harmonics? instruments? environment? i not every piccoloist
) piccolo is hands-down well flute can be can play these notes
f 4’ +J 4’ i better at playing used for shock reliably; avoid
technical passages at effect, single hits are extended passages;
no yes solo iy foud. high speeds inthis besta la Boulez these notes cannot
others register Sonatine be held as long as
J notes in ather
5 n registers
3 loudissimo  soft 2
. good, the piccolo can
beautiful! sustained soft blend well and the soft
chords intonation is relatively
easy to control
piccolo can l this is the piccolo’s
play N T — brilliant range; let‘er problematic; only
harmanics (i L UL rip! expect relative
only from D& the flute has a better dvﬂamics s
upwards, use chance of projecting || counterpaint or the flute will project piccolo pianissimo
flute pointillistic better, but may can never absolutely
sound shrill above match a single
l BE; some fingering piccolo is much better for string’s pianissimo
% = combinations can the flute may project sustained passages, esp.
piccolo is the piccolo cannot match the loud the fiute h b be very difficult [fthe | | more, but may sound with hairpin al niente and dal
gaod dynamics of other instruments (brass}in - a— passage is shrill above BE; niente dynamics
this register. it will be just a colar in the better chance of extended, use extended passages
chord. On the plus side, it will not stick articulating cleanly piccolo can be tiring in this — - _
out. | and projecting register i ==
- Em Em wm owm mm o omm mm omm forget itt well,
1 maybe an isolated
|Meta-cnnsi:!eratin_n§: 1) Despite the | the piccolo can sound one or twa for the [«
drawbacks listed, it is sometimes better to 1 less in this register few of us who can
accept them than to have too many fast compared to others who H = =y - ) shrigk them out
Inhanges from flute to piccolo. 2) Division of 1 are playing loudly. conSIde”ng w"tlng for pICCOIO J
ranges may vary according to player and type H H H
of piccolo. There is less standardization I Take these conSlderatlons |nt°
among piccolos than among flutes. 1 account
g mer e .

Trills: avoid the following trills on the flute. They involve a sideways motion of the right
hand little finger instead of the quick up-down motion that produces a good trill.

S oilel ofs o T o o=t —

Harmonics:

Harmonics are not availabe for these notes on the flute:;
H h‘-*
- n 1 I 1 1 1 :I:F- Y .. .‘ .. 1
é’ et = de = ® T — .

¥ pussible anly wish B-Fool

Since harmonics are produced by overblowing on the flute, the first octave notes cannot be
produced as harmonics. The E-natural, F and F-sharp in the second octave are not available
as harmonics because the fingering is the same in the first octave as in the second. They
are already harmonics.

As mentioned above, quiet harmonics are difficult above the upper third register. If you
want quiet, especially sustained sounds with a special timbre, consider using alternate
fingerings rather than true harmonics. Read why here.

Multiphonics: Basic guidelines:
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o write the fingering (or for extended passages where this will clutter the notation,
provide the fingering in the performance instructions).

e use an intuitive template for writing the fingerings, such as those in Robert Dick's The
Other Flute. A good online fingering template can be found here.

e unless you are a flutist yourself, | would not advise using online resources such as
The Virtual Flutist. When a resource shows every single pitch that can be produced
by a certain fingering, it doesn’t necessarily follow that a multiphonic can be created
from these pitches. Try it with a live player before trusting a theoretical projection of
the flute’'s acoustic response.

e if you want to give the flutist a choice of multiphonics based around a certain pitch,
beware that the lowest pitches will produce only
harmonic multiphonics. The second measure, the A M M
C in the second octave, gives more inharmonic ?E‘ i) (%
possibilities than the first. 133

e take care of the surrounding dynamics in an
ensemble situation. The flutist has to be able to
hear him/herself well enough to produce these sounds accurately.

For Q & A about writing for mulitphonics, read here. Or here is a handy flow chart as to clear
up some of your questions. Please note this is regarding ensemble writing, not necessarily
solo writing:
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Should | Use Flute Multiphonics for My Ensemble Piece? (A truly scientific and mathematic flow chart)

Given, but not limited to, the following
critieria: the ensemble has the
following median age (A) and (A)> 16 X 10or <]+ 5

write for two
separate
instruments!

do you want true
polyphony?

no

are you a 5
Should I? flutist? na L'
l do you want twa
z equally balanced
Gll}tllm yes 17 notes of a chord? |

they are too loud!
¥es —>( just kidding, it's an

T inside joke

are there other

loud or soft?

yes — | instrument that plays

write for an

chords!

you may have to
- compromise
e

instrumentalists even
sitting in the same
room?

loud

|

soft ? do you need exact,

tempered pitches?

alone or with other

smooth sailing!

instruments? | 2lone l
no.
l Well,
maybe
with ather one...
instruments

what is your
source?

fast «——

use high note
multiphonics, or
overblown harmonics

hE do you want to stay a flutist
B 2‘- iy friends? friend . T{’k no
v can you read the J
Sfiﬁ chart?
check out the yes
passage together l

you don't know what
you're missing! and understand the
possible
complications with trill

keys and half-holes?

course

vy ¥

fastor slow? |—» slow

consider alternative methods of
sound enhancement: natural
harmonics, use of voice, etc.

get a flute and get a
cluel

proceed, but keep the
passage short and consider
writing an ossia for the
inexperienced

Jet Whistle: A really high-powered jet whistle needs time and quite a bit of air to set up. For

best effect, have a rest (ca. one second) before and after a

jet whistle. It is too often that

composers think of a jet whistle as a kind of climax or punctuation after a phrase, as in the

following example. But there are two problems: 1) There is

no time to set the embouchure

2) There is no time to breathe. It bears repeating, if you want a full force jet whistle, give the

player time to set it up.

A ;brlu_ Phel

£
——
fr

Impractical use of Jet Whistle

Harmful things:

e Slamming hands onto the key work. A key click is OK.
e Immersing part of the flute in water.

5/6



e Closed embouchure techniques on wooden mouthpieces. (Tongue ram, jet whistle,
etc.) Saliva contains enzymes that will degrade the wood over time.
e Extreme temperatures.

Some pet peeves:

e Using empty note heads to indicate air or aeolian sounds in an ensemble situation.
Please see my tips on this subject.

e Extended techniques stacked up on top of one another. It is easy to think that this will
make the sound more interesting and intense. Some techniques cancel each other
out and just muddy the waters. Better to pick a few that work acoustically well
together.

e Landscape layout for parts. The pages take up too much horizontal space on the
music stand — having more than 2 pages open requires more stands. If you need to
enlarge the score, it takes up even more room. See how Grisey’s Périodes looks on
the music stand — impractical:
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