Implications of Infinity: Richard Carrick’s Flow Cycle
George E. Lewis
The Flow Cycle found its genesis in Richard Carrick’s summer sojourn in Tanzania. “I spent the
whole summer writing all this music that had no relationship to anything else,” Carrick recalled,
“and at the end of it I realized, well, they’re all related to each other, but I wasn’t seeing them
that way. I was seeing them as the beginnings of pieces, and thinking about structure and
thinking about all these big things, but I wasn’t seeing what was actually in front of me. So I
decided to drop that and that’s when the Flow Cycle came in—the flow concept came in—this
idea that all of these seemingly disparate ideas could be put through a funnel that would
somehow coherently lead the audience through all of these different paths.”1
The concepts of “flow” and “optimal experience” were identified in the 1970s by the
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi as connoting a complex yet manageable and actively selfproduced equilibrium among skills, goals, awareness, and feedback. An experience of flow,
according to Csikszentmihalyi, produces
a sense that one’s skills are adequate to cope with the challenges at hand, in a goaldirected, rule-bound action system that provides clear cues as to how well one is
performing. Concentration is so intense that there is no attention left over to think
about anything irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness
disappears, and the sense of time becomes distorted. An activity that produces
such experiences is so gratifying that people are willing to do it for its own sake,
with little concern for what they will get out of it, even when it is difficult, or
dangerous.2
The goal of flow is, as Csikszentmihalyi sees it, “achieving control over the contents of our
consciousness.”3
The three solo works in the cycle, “in flow” (for violin), Shadow Flow (for viola), and Moroccan Flow
(unfolding from unity) (for cello), juxtapose cell-like repetition with jaunty, dance-like affect—not at
all after the fashion of what have become the folkways of minimalist practice, but rather in the
manner of the Bach unaccompanied string works—postmodern partitas that balance emotion
with introspection. “They all start from the basic point and evolve outward,” Carrick says. “You
start to get used to that, and after a few times you say, oh, again, and oh, again. By the third piece
it takes on a completely different form, and it’s very kaleidoscopic. We know that we’re starting
here again, but we see the differences of where each section goes to, and what each section is
highlighting . . . I’m thinking about how you organically build something.”4
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“Maybe it’s the same as my composing process,” Carrick mused. “I don’t look at the paper and
say, I have to get here—how am I going to get here. I look and I take a next step and I take a next
step and then I say, oh, I don’t like that step. And then I start over again. That’s a peculiar way of
working, but I always go back and rewrite the piece from the beginning. I learn from my
mistakes, and then I write it again. And I do that many, many, many, times.” 5 Indeed, Shadow
Flow’s dusky, somber hues recall a clock being periodically reset to zero and restarted—a
meditation on the motion of a pendulum, a simple sonic gesture that over time, reveals its
recursive resonances.
Despite the music’s strong associations with the concept of flow, Carrick gently but firmly
maintains that the five works in the cycle do not serve as depictions of the flow experience. “I’m
thinking about writing music for the performer to create a flow experience for the audience,” he
noted.6 That is, the performance itself can serve as a locus of empathy that can lead a listener
into flow, and even, in a sense, into the experience of the composer at work. The sociologist
Alfred Schutz, in his important 1964 essay, “Making Music Together,” speaks of a “mutual
tuning-in relationship between the communicator and the addressee of the communication. This
relationship is established by the reciprocal sharing of the Other’s flux of experiences in inner
time, by living through a vivid present together, by experiencing this togetherness as a ‘We.’”7
Immersed in the experience of Moroccan Flow (unfolding from unity), one senses that all the time one
needs is at hand, as small, understated ancillary sounds complement the main sonic elements.
The work appears to return time to listeners who invest in it, recalling Schutz’s observation of an
“inner time in which the flux of the musical events unfolds, a dimension in which each performer
re-creates in polythetic steps the musical thought of the (possibly anonymous) composer and by
which he is also connected with the listener.”8
Agonism is largely absent from the affect of these works. In Duo Flow, the dramaturgy brooks no
chases, dovetailing, pursuits or captures; no exchanging, no conversing. The two instruments are
defined as not quite fused, but already self-possessed, even self-realized, rather than being at pains
to assert and maintain their separateness as symbolic repositories of the ego. Agonism’s country
cousin, surprise, is similarly unrepresented. “The Flow Cycle doesn’t deal with surprise,” Carrick
explains. “It can’t, because there’s something a little too alienating about surprise in this context.
Surprise sometimes implies that what was happening right before the surprise might not have
been so interesting, and I was very interested in not having those moments in this piece.”9
Instead, the works in this cycle exemplify what Csikszentmihalyi calls the “autotelic,” in which
one is doing something purely for its own sake.10 In this sense, the Flow Cycle may even be said to
induce the autotelic, by allowing listeners to set their own goals, rather than jawboning them
toward decryption of complex codes or recognition of linear “road maps.”
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Grids and Girih
Carrick freely acknowledges that the sectional, cellular features of the works in the Flow Cycle are
influenced by the complex, grid-like girih patterns commonly found in medieval Islamic buildings,
architectural scrolls, and other forms of the art of the period, which Carrick encountered during
a sojourn with his wife in Morocco that led to the composition of Moroccan Flow. A recent article
in the journal Science by Peter Lu and Paul Steinhardt maintained that by the 16th-century CE,
the sophistication of these patterns amounted to demonstrations of the mathematics of “quasicrystalline,” or “quasi-periodic” patterns; the underlying mathematics of similar patterns on the
Darb-i Imam shrine in Isfahan, Iran, completed in 1453 CE, were not understood until they were
demonstrated in the early 1970s by mathematician Roger Penrose.11
In his 1981 essay “Crippled Symmetry,” Morton Feldman explained that “The moment a
composer notates musical thought to an ongoing ictus, a grid of sorts is already in operation, as
with a ruler.”12 This explicit identification of the grid as a salient feature in composition at least
since medieval times runs against the grain of Rosalind Krauss’s influential 1978 theory of the
grid’s emergence as a master trope of modernist art: “In the temporal dimension, the grid is an
emblem of modernity by being just that: the form that is ubiquitous in the art of our century,
while appearing nowhere, nowhere at all, in the art of the last one.”13 However, Krauss is
speaking of vision, not of sound, and at the same time, Feldman’s sense of chafing against the
temporal boundaries of the grid, and his insistence in warping its boundaries, makes common
cause with Krauss’s notion of the grid as repressive.
Krauss tells us that, “As the experience of Mondrian amply demonstrates, development is
precisely what the grid resists.”14 Extending the analysis, Krauss observes that “as we have a more
and more extended experience of the grid, we have discovered that one of the most modernist
things about it is its capacity to serve as a paradigm or model for the antidevelopmental, the
antinarrative, the antihistorical.”15 What Carrick’s work in the Flow Cycle shows, however, is that
one need not conflate those three oppositionalities. As he remarked, “When you listen to the
pieces all the way through, you get a different experience than if you hear any one piece”—a sign
that in this cycle of compositions, development and antidevelopment do not have the same status
as matter and antimatter; flow seems to be the glue that binds the former oppositions together.16
What we do have in these works, according to Carrick, is evolution, a different matter entirely.
The metaphor of evolution, Carrick notes, is “pretty messy. Rather than theme and
development, I think of things evolving . . . evolution leaves room for things that don’t get
followed up, leaving things open for the audience to pick up on different musical strands
throughout the piece.”17
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Krauss observes that, “If we open any tract—Plastic Art and Pure Plastic Art or The Non-Objective
World, for instance—we will find that Mondrian and Malevich are not discussing canvas or
pigment or graphite or any other form of matter. They are talking about Being or Mind or Spirit.
From their point of view, the grid is a staircase to the Universal, and they are not interested in
what happens below in the Concrete.”18 The remark induces reflection on the apparent lack of
attention in Krauss’s analysis to non-Western uses of grid-like structures, where one finds
precisely this emphasis on being, mind, and spirit. The artists Krauss cites were surely sensitive to
these expanded cultural implications; similarly, Csikszentmihalyi provides numerous examples of
these liberatory impulses—Aristotle, the Stoics, the spiritual exercises of Greek and Christian
philosophies, Zen, the Sufis. Carrick himself cites the influence on the Flow Cycle of the music of
the Gnawas of Morocco, an explicitly devotional, ritual practice of music-making that he
encountered on his visit to the country.
Csikszentmihalyi sees the ultimate activity of flow as the transformation of self toward freedom,
which in his view inevitably leads to an encounter with spirituality. Arnold I. Davidson’s extensive
work on the thought of Michel Foucault can provide further insight on this issue, which was
central to Foucault’s philosophy. Davidson summarizes Foucault’s view of spirituality in terms of
access to the truth:
(l) spirituality postulates that the subject as such is not capable of having access to
truth, and, more specifically, that truth is not given to the subject by a simple act of
knowledge founded on his status as subject; (2) in order to have access to truth, the
subject has to undergo a conversion or transformation and therefore his very
being is at stake; (3) once the subject has access to truth, the effects of spirituality
on the subject are such that his very being is fulfilled, transfigured, or saved.19
As Foucault concludes, “In short, I think we can say that in and of itself an act of knowledge
could never give access to the truth unless it was prepared, accompanied, doubled, and
completed by a certain transformation of the subject; not of the individual, but of the subject
himself in his being as subject.”20 This practice-based understanding of spirituality can certainly
be compared with the ancient notion of the “care of the self,” a notion that similarly animates
the flow experience. For Csikszentmihalyi, the fundamental result of the flow experience is “order
in consciousness . . . control over psychic energy [i.e., attention].”21 Moreover, this control may be
consciously self-induced, providing “a sense of discovery, a creative feeling of transporting the
person into a new reality.”22 Or, as Carrick put it simply, when composers write music, “they also
want to learn something about themselves.”23
“In the Anatolian village and nomadic rugs,” Feldman observed in “Crippled Symmetry,”
there appears to be considerably less concern with the exact accuracy of the
18
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mirror image than in most other rug-producing areas. The detail of an Anatolian
symmetrical image was never mechanical, as I had expected, but idiomatically
drawn. Even the Classical Turkish carpet was not as particular with perfect border
solutions as was its Persian counterpart.24
Perhaps the concept Feldman had in mind was “idiosyncratic” rather than idiomatic; in fact,
Feldman was fascinated by both the unevenness and micro-irregularity in color and proportion in
the rugs and their larger-scale affect of self-similarity, which he cast as a relation between
symmetry and asymmetry: “Music and the designs of a repeated pattern in a rug have much in
common. Even if it be asymmetrical in its placement, the proportion of one component to
another is hardly ever substantially out of scale in the context of the whole. Most traditional rug
patterns retain the same size when taken from a larger rug and then adapted to a smaller one.”
Feldman’s conceptual migration to musical landscapes (“Rugs have prompted me in my recent
music to think of a disproportionate symmetry”) may be found in works such as Why Patterns?
(1978) and Crippled Symmetry (1983). 25
But Carrick is not looking for the imperfections in a given grid, the primary impulse driving
Feldman’s fascination with the Anatolian rugs and the larger issues of symmetry and its
deformation. Instead, the composer sees flow embedded within the mosaic: “And then I started
thinking quite literally: What if I was in a musical situation here? What kind of flow would I have
to be in to go through this mosaic? So I was thinking about pitches—from as little as four-note
cells up to ten- or twelve-note cells—in terms of repositioning mosaics from one section to the
next.”26
“Logically speaking,” Rosalind Krauss maintains, “the grid extends, in all directions, to infinity.
Any boundaries imposed upon it by a given painting or sculpture can only be seen—according to
this logic—as arbitrary. By virtue of the grid, the given work of art is presented as a mere
fragment, a tiny piece arbitrarily cropped from an infinitely larger fabric. Thus the grid operates
from the work of art outward, compelling our acknowledgement of a world beyond the frame.”27
Transporting Krauss’s observation to the non-Western frame, Carrick marveled of the creators of
the Islamic mosaics that “They figured out how to create so many different implications of
infinity. That was really powerful—how twelve different objects put in this way would imply that
this could go on forever, and you weren’t quite sure how it was going to go on, but you trusted
that it was going to go on.”28
“Perhaps the most striking innovation arising from the application of girih tiles in medieval
Islamic mosaics,” Lu and Steinhardt assert in their Science article, “was the appearance of selfsimilarity transformation (the subdivision of large girih tiles into smaller ones) to create
overlapping patterns at two different length scales, in which each pattern is generated by the same
girih tile shapes.”29 Indeed, self-similarity is another important feature of the Flow Cycle, which
implicitly draws from the concept of tessellation as a generative metaphor driving both moment24
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to-moment expression and larger-scale formal elements. Tessellations of the sort found in Islamic
mosaics repeat without repeating (“quasi-periodicity”), an essential feature of each of the five
works that contributes to the sense of flow experienced by a listener. The melodic-rhythmic cells
that serve as primary material in the Flow Cycle are analogous to the figures in a plane tessellation;
as these figures appear, they are phenomenologically “rotated” in a way that substitutes temporal
for spatial orientation.
As Rosalind Krauss observes, “although the grid is certainly not a story, it is a structure, and one,
moreover, that allows a contradiction between the values of science and those of spiritualism to
maintain themselves within the consciousness of modernism, or rather its unconscious, as
something repressed.”30 Similarly, the works in the Flow Cycle (with one exception that I shall
shortly address) privilege structure over narrative, despite the necessary serial nature of timebased work. However, these pieces manage to elide the terms in Krauss’s contradiction—or
rather, the work acknowledges no contradiction between these values.
Camus and the Sun
The title of the final work in the cycle, “à cause du soleil” Flow Trio, comes from the narrative of
Meursault, the enigmatic central character in Albert Camus’s novel L’Étranger. Despite the novel’s
exploration of various philosophical issues and traditions, and Camus’s subsequent reputation as
a forerunner of existentialism, Carrick says that, “I didn’t want it to be a very philosophical title.
I wanted it to be actually about the sun.”31
At the conclusion of the novel’s first section, Meursault becomes involved in an altercation on a
beach that culminates in his shooting an unnamed Arab dead. At trial, asked to explain the
motives for his act, Meursault maintains, to the laughter of the audience and the chagrin of his
lawyer, that he hadn’t meant to kill the Arab, but did it “because of the sun.”32 The Algerian sun
itself becomes a major trope in the novel, and the buildup to the murder is suffused with imagery
of heat, glare, and sound: “The sun was shining almost directly overhead onto the sand, and the
glare on the water was unbearable. . . . I just stood there at the bottom, my head ringing from the
sun. . . . I could feel my forehead swelling under the sun. . . . The whole beach, throbbing in the
sun, was pressing on my back. . . . All I could feel were the cymbals of sunlight crashing on my
forehead. . . . It was this burning, that I couldn’t stand anymore, that made me move forward.”33
Carrick sees the final moments of the piece as a translation of this crucial scene: “At the end of
the piece they’re digging into the instruments as much as they can, in to the lowest depths of the
instruments—quite literally blinding the string trio.”34 The engagement with these and other
tropes of North Africa reflects Carrick’s maternal family background, and listeners may also be
reminded of a similar engagement in the work of Paul Bowles, a long-time resident of Tangier,
whose compositions, as well as his classic first novel, The Sheltering Sky, drew upon the sensorium of
his adopted home.35
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“I’m always thinking about the moment,” Carrick declared in our visit. “Compositionally, it’s
important for me.” Similarly, for Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the most crucial goals of the flow
experience correspond to happiness, enjoyment, and an enhanced quality of life, and as he wrote
to Carrick, “I am not an expert on contemporary music, but listening to the Flow Cycle has been
unadulterated pleasure—and yes, a real flow experience. Rarely have I heard ease of invention so
well matched by technical virtuosity.”36 With the emergence of this extraordinary cycle of works,
we can be grateful to Richard Carrick for daring to express the ideals of his music in terms of
these fundamental desires.
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RICHARD CARRICK (b. 1971)
The Flow Cycle for Strings
Either/Or
80719-2
1. “in flow” (2006)
7:20
Andrea Schultz, violin
2. Shadow Flow (2007) 11:58
Dov Scheindlin, viola
3. Moroccan Flow (unfolding from unity) (2008)
Alex Waterman, cello

9:02

4. Duo Flow (2008)
10:56
Kuan-Cheng Lu, violin; Eric Bartlett, cello
5. “à cause du soleil” Flow Trio (2009)
11:23
Kuan-Cheng Lu, violin; Dov Scheindlin, viola; Eric Bartlett, cello
TT: 51:08
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