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Chris Arrell (*1970) 
 
Of Three Minds (2013) for soprano, piano, and computer 
Texts from Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbirds by Wallace Stevens (PD) 
 
First Prize: 2014 Ettelson Composer’s Award  
 
Of Three Minds, written for Tony Arnold and Jacob Greenberg, is a setting of five 
sections from Wallace Stevens’ poem Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird (1917).  Inspired by Japanese haiku, each of the poem’s thirteen sections 
presents the image of a blackbird as the focal point for a concise study in vivid 
landscape and nuanced inflection.  Scored for soprano, piano, and electronics, Of 
Three Minds enhances the traditional voice and piano duo with real-time 
computer-generated signal processing (distortion, echo, simulated Doppler 
effects, feedback) and prerecorded synthetic sounds modeled after spectral 
permutations of the sung voice.  At times dominating the foreground and at 
other times adding subtle coloration, the electronics, like Stevens’ winged 
cynosure, serve to distinguish each song while unifying the cycle.   
 

I.  I know noble accents 
II.  I do not know which to prefer  
III.  A man and a woman 
IV.  Among twenty snowy mountains 
V.  I was of three minds 

 
Premiere given by Tony Arnold and Jacob Greenberg with Chris Arrell 
(computer processing) at Holy Cross College in Worcester, MA on April 2, 2013. 
 
Technical requirements 
3 microphones (one for vocalist and two (stereo) for pianist) 
DAW with Max/MSP or Max/MSP Runtime 
Max/MSP patches (two) and sounds 
Stereo playback 
 
Possible stage setup 
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Texts from Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbirds by Wallace Stevens (1917) 
All texts in the public domain 
 
Section VIII  
I know noble accents  
And lucid, inescapable rhythms;  
But I know, too,  
That the blackbird is involved  
In what I know. 
 
Section V  
I do not know which to prefer,  
The beauty of inflections  
Or the beauty of innuendoes,  
The blackbird whistling  
Or just after. 
 
Section IV  
A man and a woman  
Are one.  
A man and a woman and a blackbird  
Are one. 
 

Section I  
Among twenty snowy mountains,  
The only moving thing  
Was the eye of the blackbird. 

Section II  
I was of three minds,  
Like a tree  
In which there are three blackbirds. 
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SONG ONE
I know noble accents 
And lucid, inescapable rhythms; 
But I know, too, 
That the blackbird is involved 
In what I know. 
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vocalist: use stopwatch for timing

Feedback loops triggered in real-time

© 2013 Chris Arrell (BMI)
Texts by Wallace Stevens (PD)

Improvise on given rhythms and timbres 
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SONG TWO
I do not know which to prefer, 
The beauty of inflections 
Or the beauty of innuendoes, 
The blackbird whistling 
Or just after.
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A man and a woman 
Are one. 
A man and a woman and a blackbird 
Are one.
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SONG FOUR
Among twenty snowy mountains, 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird.
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Hold first note before sliding to second note (rather than immediately sliding).   
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SONG FIVE
I was of three minds, 
Like a tree 
In which there are three blackbirds.

The gesture here is an accelerando over a given 
number of beats. Precie rhythms at not important.  
What is important is the gradual decreasing of note 
values over a steady pulse.

Electronics triggered in real-time
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As before, but now with the addition of a tempo accelerando
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