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 George Crumb’s “Black Angels” is an enchanting string quartet piece, containing 

multiple performers and several instruments, with the use of which, many different and 

unexpected sounds are created. The piece was created in 1970 and the presence of minimalist 

techniques are vividly felt as the piece is performed using everyday objects like drinking glasses 

and even the performers’ body parts, to create various sound effects. The piece contains several 

parts, with three major parts, the departure, the absence and the return. The significance of 

naming these three parts may have to do with the title, “Black Angels,” and the music that 

contributes to these.  

 These three major parts are then composed of multiple other smaller segments, divided 

into “threnodies.” The significance of naming these segments “threnodies” draws the attention of 

the reader to contribute to the feeling that this piece of music brings: an overwhelming sorrow or 

grief. The first threnody is named “Night of the Electric Insects” in which, actual 

buzzing/chirping noises of insects are mimicked by rubbing the bow of the violins, the viola, and 

the cello against their strings. This creates a little discomfort and gives the audience a livelier 

imagination through the discomfort.  

 In this part, many noises are made, like the Sounds of Bones and Flutes, Lost Bells, 

Devil-music, and Danse Macabre but what stood out to me was that the titles of each part was 

exactly what a listener would’ve imagined, even if they had no idea of what to expect. For 

instance, one does not ever expect to hear the sound of “bones,” but through the use of the 



performers mouth, creating a hollow sound and then making such noises with it, it becomes as if 

that is exactly what one wanted to hear as the sound of bones. Later in this threnody, the music 

gets more and more intense as the “Devil Music” takes on, and I could almost feel panicked if I 

were one of the audience members. It is created by sudden, and loud vibrations against the gongs 

that starts to feel like a hand saw is being sharpened for devilish intentions. It almost made me 

feel terrified.  

 This feeling of intensity is then decreased when the next part, “Danse macabre” is 

brought about. The male performer uses his bare hand against the violin to create drum-like and 

dance like effects. The fact that this joyful music is then followed by a major segment called 

“Absence,” leaves more impact on the absence of sounds because it’s as if the music goes from 

all to nothing. There is a significant pause in this segment and the audience is allowed to breathe 

in the silence and prepare for what’s to come. Then, I was slowly taken in as they all played in 

harmony, and what finally, to me, sounded like music that is from other eras, because there was 

no use of regular objects or body parts, or “unusual” way of playing a certain instrument for a 

while.  

 I think this adds on to let the listener feel more relaxed until the next, and “chorus” of the 

piece is played, “Threnody II: Black Angels!” This again, begins with a sudden sound, as if the 

angels have finally made an appearance but the feeling is not very angelic and is more 

uncomfortable than the previous threnody. The performers start to mumble words which I could 

not make out. This might have to do with linguistic barriers or maybe they weren’t actual words, 

but these words were spoken monotonously and as if something was being conspired. Could the 

Black Angels be up to something? This is followed by scratching noises made again by rubbing 



the bows to their violins and cello and then this slowly dies down and a final hit on the gong is 

performed.  

 Although, these parts were named “threnodies,” which implied grief and sorrow, up until 

part 8, I did not feel a significant sorrow, when a melody is played in the part titled “Sarabanda 

de la Muerte Oscura.” I finally felt as if I had lost something and the impact of that melody 

remained throughout the rest of the piece. This sorrowful melody ends when the lost bells from 

threnody I returns and the rubbing against the gong is repeated. Finally, part III approaches, the 

“Return,” starting with “God Music,” which is strangely implied through glasses filled with 

different amounts of drinks in them.  

 The drinks in these glasses are not water but quite the opposite, and are in black, adding 

on to the darkness of the piece. The glasses are hit with the bows to create sounds, three of them 

plays in unison while the sorrowful melody returns, played by one person in back. Does that 

imply sorrow in the name of god? Maybe mourning? I thought it implied hopelessness. The 

tempo slows down, and the bows are put down one at a time. The next part was, to me, the most 

interesting part of this piece: the performers pick up the instruments, and instead of using the 

bows, they play the strings with bare hands and that creates such unheard sounds from the string 

family of instruments, which shakes the audience.  

 This follows through with “Ancient Voices,” in which the sound of hands on strings 

continue and then the voices of “echo” come through, where the audience might expect a sound 

of echo but instead, what is played, is a screeching noise, which just adds on to the discomfort. 

These feelings of discomforts piling on to each other may have to do with the composer’s 

feelings of unease or struggle with himself that he wanted to express through his music.  



At last, in threnody III, the first part, Night of the Electric Insects, makes a return and the 

same sounds are repeated with that constant and friction-like nature. The piece comes to an end 

with three hits on the glasses by each performer. Could that mean calling upon the lord three 

times due to all the horrific things that’s happening? We have previously seen this in “kyrie 

eleison,” where the words are repeated three times, and since that signified religious importance, 

could this mean the same?  

In conclusion, this piece, overall, was very discomforting but there were moments where 

one could relate to the emotions being portrayed but it was never a happy emotion, and the 

naming of each part being played sort of directs the listener to what they should feel rather than 

leaving room for them to feel whatever comes to mind. The piece takes a lead onto investigating 

one’s inner darkness and completely indulging in it.  


