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ABSTRACT 

Recalling the Traces of Ancient Fires: 
Memory and Composed Reinterpretation in Vestigia Flammae for sinfonietta 

and Agnosco Veteris for orchestra 

Nina C. Young 

The musical portion of this dissertation is comprised of my two compositions: Agnosco Veteris, a fifteen-

and-a-half-minute work for orchestra, written in 2015 for Robert Spano and the Aspen Philharmonic 

Orchestra; and its partner and template Vestigia Flammae, a fourteen-minute work for sinfonietta 

(fifteen musicians) written in 2014 for the Nouvel Ensemble Modern.  The written portion of this 

dissertation is an accompanying essay that provides a conceptual and musical analysis of the partnered 

pieces.  The essay situates the compositions within the context of my recent musical output by 

specifically focusing on a method I have heartily employed from 2011-16: the reuse of musical/sonic 

material through repetition, computer-aided manipulation, reorchestration, composed 

reinterpretation, and self-appropriation.  Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae are partner works that 

engage with personal musical memories.  I explain the desires behind, and the process of, 

transforming one piece into another.  A section of the essay places this concept in the historical context 

of other composers who employ appropriation of material and methods of reorchestration to generate 

new works.  I discuss my compositional process and style as an alloy of my musical genetic makeup – a 

mixing ground of my experience as a performer of the classical canon in dialogue with my affinity 

towards minimalism, modernism, romanticism, spectralism, Slavic folk and liturgical musics, electronic 

music, and popular music production techniques.  The latter portion of the essay provides a theoretical 

analysis of the two pieces in terms of poetic genesis, form, motivic material, harmonic structure, 

orchestration, texture, and rhythmic development. 
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Recalling the Traces of Ancient Fires: 
Memory and Composed Reinterpretation in Vestigia Flammae for sinfonietta 

and Agnosco Veteris for orchestra 

Chapter 1. Introduction 
As a result of my dual interests and background in technology and music, my academic and 

artistic focus in music composition straddles the worlds of acoustic and electroacoustic music.  Within 

my own artistic practice these worlds are, though not always obviously, seamlessly entwined and have 

resulted in a personal musical voice that draws equally from elements of the classical canon, 

modernism, spectralism, American experimentalism, Slavic folk and religious music, minimalism, 

electronic music, and popular idioms.  My goal as a composer is to constantly strive to create unique 

sonic environments that can be appreciated by a wide variety of audiences while challenging stylistic 

boundaries.  My work thus spans a diverse spectrum of mediums, including solo, chamber, large 

ensemble, electronic, mixed, collaborative/interdisciplinary/installation, and orchestral works.  

When I arrived at Columbia University I made it my personal project to focus on improving my 

instrumental writing.  In the years prior, I was composing primarily mixed-music works.  I discovered 

that I was relying on electronic/computer interventions as a crutch for traditional compositional 

techniques that were lacking in my toolkit.  I set forth with a five-year project to hone my acoustic 

composition skills.  The self-imposed rules required me to put a pause on electronic music, and rather 

to develop a compositional process that reproduced my desired sound worlds solely through 

instrumental writing.  This became a hybrid project in translation, transcription, orchestration, 

harmony, and timbre that ultimately led to new discoveries, particularly with respect to rhythm, 

temporality, and form.  I have chosen to focus my dissertation on my recent, purely instrumental large 

ensemble and orchestral music as they demonstrate the culmination of this work at Columbia. 

Agnosco Veteris is a fifteen-and-a-half-minute work for orchestra written in 2015, 

commissioned by Robert Spano and the Aspen Music Festival and School as part of the Jacob 

Druckman Prize.  It is the fourth orchestral work I have written, and one of three that was generated 
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from a reorchestration or recomposition of an existing work1.  The instrumentation for Agnosco Veteris 

features winds by twos (with doublings), four horns, two trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, 

percussion (three players),2 harp, piano, celesta, and a string section (minimum 8.8.6.6.4 per part).  

Conductor Stephen Mulligan led the Aspen Philharmonic Orchestra in the premiere on July 15, 2015 

in the Benedict Music Tent in Aspen, Colorado. 

The source piece is Vestigia Flammae, a fourteen-minute piece for sinfonietta, written in 2014 

for the Nouvel Ensemble Moderne’s 12th FORUM International des jeunes compositeurs.  Vestigia

Flammae is scored for flute (doubling on piccolo and alto flute), oboe (doubling on English horn), two 

clarinets in Bb (one doubling on Eb clarinet, one doubling on bass clarinet), bassoon (doubling on 

contrabassoon), horn, trumpet, bass trombone, percussion,3 piano, two violins, viola, cello, and bass.  

Conductor Lorraine Vaillancourt led the Nouvel Ensemble Moderne in the premiere on November 21, 

2014 at Salle Claude-Champagne in Montréal, Québec.

Although composed consecutively, the partnership of these pieces was intended as a macro-

project that engaged with recomposition, composed reinterpretation, and musical memory – factors 

that had been surfacing in my recent practice.  Together the titles complete the Virgil quote, “Agnosco

veteris vestigia flammae”, or “I recognize the traces of an ancient fire”.  Over the course of this written 

document I explain my engagement with preexisting material and how this relates to the conceptual 

project that defines these two works. 

Chapter 2 discusses my interest in quotation and reorchestration, and aligns my process within 

a historical lineage of composers working with found source material.  I highlight three examples that 

have informed my approach: Webern’s orchestration of Bach’s Ricercar a 6, quotation and 

appropriation in Berio’s Sinfonia, and Zender’s composed reinterpretation of Schubert’s Wintereisse.  I 

1 Remnants (2013) for orchestra derives from Remains (2012) for two pianos and two percussion.  The orchestral version of 
Fata Morgana (2014) is an expansion and reorchestration of the symphonic brass ensemble piece of the same title (2014).  
A detailed description is found in Chapter 2.3.5 
2 The score title page in Volume 3 gives a detailed description of the percussion battery. 
3 The score title page in Volume 2 gives a detailed description of the percussion battery. 
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then present a survey of my music that traces my experimentation with reappropriation that lead up to 

the composition of Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae. 

The subsequent text presents a conceptual and musical analysis of the pieces.  Chapter 3 

discusses the poetic motivations behind the project, looking at literary threads, memories, and ritual.  

Chapter 4 analyzes the structural similarities and differences between the two pieces, and provides a 

formal dissection of the networks of sections and phrases that are encapsulated within a loose ternary 

form.  Chapter 5 investigates my compositional process.  I begin by discussing my methods of 

composing and how I shape a piece from genesis to completion.  I then take a detailed look at how sets 

of motives weave through the piece.  This is followed by a discussion of the integrated role of harmony, 

texture, and orchestration.  Lastly, I provide reflection on the differences between the resultant sound 

worlds of my approach to the chamber versus full orchestra across these two pieces. 
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Chapter 2. Reorchestration and Composed Reinterpretation 

2.1 Working with Appropriation 

My first formal confrontation with reorchestration, composed reinterpretation, and the post-

modern act of quotation/appropriation occurred in 2008-09 while taking a year of Advanced 

Orchestration with McGill Professor and composer Jean Lesage.  As a result of Lesage’s deep interest in 

the topic, we spent a great deal of time analyzing the technical transformation of, and conceptual 

questions behind, reorchestration in works such as:  

• the completions of Mozart’s Requiem in differing compositional styles
• Mahler’s reorchestrations of Schumann’s symphonies
• Webern’s orchestration of Bach’s Ricecare a 6 from The Musical Offering
• Schoenberg’s two versions of Five Pieces for Orchestra and Webern’s two piano

reduction of III. Farben
• revisions, expansions, and orchestrations in Boulez’s oeuvre
• orchestrations of Debussy’s Preludes (specifically by Luc Brewaeys and Colin

Matthews);
• Hans Zender’s composed reinterpretation of Schubert’s Wintereisse.

Within the context of this supervised study, compositional exercises included stylistically accurate 

orchestrations, but also more creative approaches to synthesizing and recomposing existing works in 

my personal style, and the reworking of my own music for different instrumental forces.   

Enthralled by this approach, reorchestration and composed reinterpretation became a 

prolonged personal study and has since developed into a salient feature of my artistic practice.  I found 

an immediate parallel between orchestration and the process of (re)synthesis in electronic and 

computer music.  The spectral technique of transforming existing found-sound into acoustic 

instrumental and mixed music shares a philosophical link to my own version of orchestration: a 

malleable blend of timbre, harmony, and revisited sonic source-material.  Likewise, my electroacoustic 

practices of integrating and manipulating field recordings and samples, in both referential and 

abstracted ways, feeds into this approach of instrumental writing.  Diverting momentarily from the 

confines of concert/art-music, appropriation and composed reinterpretation runs parallel to my 
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interests in studio production techniques and the art of sampling, covers, and remixes in genres of 

popular and commercial music. 

The following sections of this chapter will provide a cursory look at the practice of appropriation 

in Western concert music.  I briefly discuss three twentieth-century pieces by composers who have 

engaged in the act of revisiting material in the context of new instrumental forces: Anton Webern, 

Luciano Berio, and Hans Zender. I close with a survey of my own engagement with the practice of 

reappropriation, leading up to the compositions of Vestigia Flammae and Agnosco Veteris.  

 

2.2 Historical Context 

The reuse of source material to create a new piece has been an ongoing artistic practice across 

the history of the literary, visual, musical, and performance arts.  This has taken many forms including 

the (soft) quotation, imitation, collage, appropriation, modification, recontextualization, simplification, 

and expansion of existing cultural artifacts.  The resultant artworks vary from recontextualized near 

copies to works of surprising originality.  Within this document I will focus on the concept of 

“recomposition” as an umbrella term for Western music practices that engages with preexisting source 

material. 

I view my work as fitting in a long line of composers who have utilized techniques of 

recomposition.  Among my peers and contemporaries I perceive a rising trend towards these activities 

as a defining element of twenty-first-century music.  The traits of polystylism, post-postmodernism, 

cross-overs into popular and non-Western idioms, sampling, and digital manipulation practices can be 

viewed as the continued lineage of recycling, recomposition, and artistic appropriation.  This is rooted 

in a long history of Western art-music that begins with Renaissance imitation practices, the addition of 

polyphonic voices to preexisting pieces, the reuse of cantus firmi, structural remodeling of existing 

works, and the merging of sacred, secular, and popular musics.  I see a direct evolution to the forms of 

chaconne and theme and variations, which are built upon multiple versions of a single set of source-

material.  Cultural appropriations are abound as Western art-music practice expanded by integrating 
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the forms, instruments, timbres, harmonies, melodies, and rhythms of then “exotic” (non-Western) 

traditions.  The reworking of the repertoire is seen throughout Western music history.  Notable 

examples include Bach’s arrangements of Vivaldi, Mahler’s orchestrations of Schumann Symphonies, 

Liszt’s settings and transcriptions of Beethoven, and Ravel’s orchestration of Mussorgsky’s Pictures At an 

Exhibition.  The advent of recording techniques and the parallel evolution past, and break from, tonal 

compositional syntax in the twentieth-century began to redefine methods of musical construction and 

aesthetics.  It appears that acts of appropriation, recomposition, transcription, arrangement, 

reorchestration, quotation, sampling, and sonic referencing were more rapidly becoming integrated 

into the evolving styles of contemporary music.  Below I examine three pieces that engage with these 

practices.  I see my own work as continuing within this lineage, but forging a distinct identity in my use 

of self-appropriation across my musical catalog – a practice that is aligned with the work of composers 

such as Martin Matalon and Philippe Leroux. 

2.2.1 Webern’s orchestration of Bach’s Ricercar a 6 

 Between 1934-35 Anton Webern orchestrated the Ricercare a 6 from J.S. Bach’s The Musical 

Offering.  The resultant project is simultaneously conservative, economical, and radical.  Webern 

appropriated the six-voice fugue and mapped it to a sixteen-instrument chamber orchestra4 without 

altering a single one of Bach’s pitches or rhythms.  It is rather Webern’s signature klangfarbenmelodie 

fragmented orchestration and elastic tempo alterations, which enabled him to create something 

unique out of pre-existing material.  Through this orchestration Webern takes us on a sonic walk that 

highlights (in timbre color) his particular views on the complex structure of motivic relationships and 

layers in Bach’s fugue.  Despite the high level of fragmentation that is characteristic of Webern’s style, a 

syntax of timbre relationships unifies larger musical lines while making isolated motives audible to the 

listener.  In a letter to Hermann Scherchen, Webern states: 

“My instrumentation attempts to reveal the motivic coherence.  This was not always easy.  
Beyond that, of course, it is supposed to indicate the character of the piece as I feel it.  What music it is! 

                                                                    
4 Webern’s instrumentation: flute, oboe, English horn, clarinet, bass clarinet, bassoon, horn, trumpet, trombone, timpani, 
harp, string quintet (2.2.1.1.1). 
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To make it accessible at long last, by trying through my orchestration to express my view on it, was the 
ultimate object of my bold undertaking.”5 

 
Ultimately Webern’s project transforms Bach rather than cheapening or simply serving it.  This 

orchestration is not a subordinate homage to the contrapuntal master.  Rather, this reorchestration 

allows Webern to align his own twentieth-century pitch and motivic priorities with those of Bach.  In 

this way Webern may be trying to define Bach as a contemporary rather than as a subject of proto-

postmodern ideology. 

2.2.2 Berio’s Sinfonia 

Luciano Berio’s Sinfonia is a thirty-five-minute work for large orchestra and eight amplified 

voices,6 which was composed in 1968-69, commissioned by the New York Philharmonic for its 125th 

anniversary.  In following with the etymology of “sinfonia  / symphony” meaning “sounding together”, 

Berio takes a twentieth-century spin on the eighteenth-century’s symphonic (and sonata-form) tradition 

of mixing moods, keys, and motives to create a large-scale work.  Rather than creating a self-referential, 

multi-movement symphony that relies on intra-piece memories of uniquely composed melodies and 

motives, Berio engages in a postmodern, collaged, reconstructive synthesis of layers of collective 

cultural literary and sonic artifacts.  Sinfonia is a palimpsest that creates an aural experience, which 

directly engages with the cognitive experience of listening to a new piece and associating it with 

familiar cultural frameworks.  In this case, Berio does the referential work for you.  By filling the score 

with an abundance of literary and musical quotations from the repertoire, he creates a maze of 

allusions that engage the listener in multiple interpretations of self-reflection and memory. 

The final work is presented in five distinct movements, each defined by its source material.  The 

first movement presents vocalized fragments drawn from Claude Lévi-Strauss’s book Le cru et le cuit, 

                                                                    
5 Moldenhauer, Hans and Rosaleen. Anton von Webern: A Chronicle of His Life and Work. New York, 1979. 
 
6 Berio instrumentation: 8 amplified voices (2 sopranos, 2 altos, 2 tenors, 2 basses), 3 flutes (+piccolo), 2 oboes , English 
horn, 3 Bb clarinets (+Eb clarinet), alto saxophone, tenor saxophone, 2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 4 trumpets, 3 
trombones, tuba, 3 percussion, harp, electric harpsichord, piano, electric organ, strings (violin A – 8, violin B – 8, violin C – 8, 
viola – 8, cello – 8, bass – 8). 
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with a focus on mythological narratives related to water.   Berio use the literary structural forms of Lévi-

Strauss’s anthropological studies in mythology and symbology, and maps them to formal musical 

tropes.  For the second movement, Berio revisits his chamber piece O King (1968), a work dedicated to 

the memory of Martin Luther King who was assassinated several months before its composition.  He 

reorchestrates his own music for the instrumentation of the Sinfonia project. 

The structural weight of the work sits in the third movement, In ruhig fließender Bewegung, 

which is one of the greatest collages of musical quotations in the concert music repertoire.  The third 

movement scherzo of Mahler’s Symphony No.2 functions as the structural skeleton upon which a grand 

musical palimpsest is generated.  Berio describes this movement as “a kind of voyage to Cythera” 

during which the listener sets sail upon the vessel of Mahler’s Scherzo and journeys through a 

kaleidoscope of music history.7  Text fragments of Samuel Beckett’s novel The Unnamable (which itself 

contains many literary references) are woven around a plethora of musical quotations including Bach’s 

Brandenburg Concerto, Beethoven’s Symphony No.6, Berg’s Wozzeck, Boulez’s Pli selon pli, Debussy’s 

La Mer, Mahler’s Symphony No.4, Ravel’s La Valse, Schoenberg’s Five Pieces for Orchestra, Stravinsky’s 

Agon and The Rite of Spring, and Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier.8  In combination, Berio gives the 

audience an experience that encourages multiple interpretations of associations between the text, 

Mahler, the quoted material, and the listener. 

The fourth movement serves as a respite from the fervor of the previous movement.  It opens 

with a quotation from Mahler’s Symphony No.2 and proceeds to revisits ideas of mythology and 

fragments of the music that occurred earlier in the piece.  The fifth movement was added to Sinfonia, a 

year later, after the premiere.  It functions as a meta-narrative to the postmodern reconstructive project.  

This movement is essentially a palimpsest of Sinfonia: it serves as a recapitulation, development, 

summary, and commentary of the previous four movements. 

                                                                    
7 Berio, Sinfonia (Author’s Note), Centro Studi Luciano Berio. 
8 Osmond-Smith, David. Playing on Words: A Guide to Luciano Berio’s Sinfonia. 
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2.2.3 Zender’s composed reinterpretation of Schubert’s Wintereisse 

Scored for tenor voice and a chamber orchestra of twenty-five players9, Hans Zender’s 1993 

composed reinterpretation of Schubert’s song cycle Wintereisse goes beyond a project of sheer 

orchestration.  While the vocal line remains true to the original,10 the piano accompaniment is 

transformed through radical orchestration, expansion, and embellishment.  This process highlights 

conceptual threads that are explicitly present in the original Schubert cycle, while simultaneously 

enhancing narrative elements that are implied (in Zender’s reading of the work), through culturally 

emotive sonic associations.  This is primarily achieved through narrative orchestration that avoids a one-

to-one translation of the original piece to a stylistically accurate Schubert-period ensemble.11  Rather, a 

timbre continuum ranging from noise (un-pitched percussion, noise-based extended techniques, and 

vocal modifications such as spoken readings and sprechstimme) to pure musical tone (traditional 

orchestration) symbolically maps to the protagonist’s (the wanderer) existential battle between the 

primitive and the cultured.  The use of non-classical instruments (guitar, accordion, saxophone, 

auxiliary winds, percussion, amplified and spoken voice) and extreme instrumental registers feeds 

further into this narrative by overlaying and contrasting the sounds of jazz, folk, and popular music with 

classical ones.  In this way Zender is engaging with postmodern values that embrace eclecticism and 

challenge barriers between “high” and “low” styles. 

Unlike Webern who kept Bach’s composition intact, Zender further emphasizes his own 

creative identity in the work through careful alterations of Schubert’s structure.  New emotive 

interpretations are aided by subtle formal reworkings such as splices in the text, repetitions, 

interruptions, and sequences (both original-Schubert and uniquely composed Zender) superimposed 

on the original.  This is most clearly experienced in the extensions of the opening song Gute Nacht, 

                                                                    
9 Zender’s instrumentation: tenor voice, 2 flutes (+piccolo), 2 oboes (+English horn, oboe d’amore), 2 clarinets (+bass 
clarinet, soprano saxophone), 2 bassoons (+contrabassoon), 1 horn, 1 trumpet (+cornet), 1 trombone, 3 percussion, 2 
violins, 2 violas, cello, bass, timbales, accordion, harp, and guitar. 
10 Minor changes include repeated text and timbre indications. 
11 Zender completely abandons the piano in his composed reinterpretation, preventing any direct associations to the timbral 
content of the original. 
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which Zender nearly doubles in length.  In this opening passage he foreshadows the binaries of his 

creative orchestration with a Schubert one, by motivically bridging a noise-based sound world (in a 

four-minute instrumental extension) to the original introductory piano accompaniment (presented by 

the string quintet).  

 

2.3 Survey of related works (2009-2015) 

The following section looks at several of my compositions that have used appropriation as the 

poetic and musical material for my work.  These are divided into two types of pieces: those that borrow 

pre-existing source-material, and partner pieces from which a new version for a significantly different 

instrumentation is generated from the original composition. 

2.3.1 Kolokol 

My first instance of using existing sonic source-material is found in Kolokol (2009-10), an 

eleven-minute work for two pianos and electronics.  This works is based on a study of Russian church 

bells.  I grew up in a Russian-American household in Nyack, New York, down the street from the local 

Russian Orthodox Church.  The Russian language, bell ringing, liturgical music, and folk music define 

my earliest musical memories.  In working to forge a unique compositional style, I found it befitting to 

address the sonic influences that formulated my ears prior to receiving western classical training.   

Kolokol draws from recordings of the seventeen Danilov Bells that hang in the bell tower of 

Lowell House at Harvard University, and a series of transcriptions of different bell ringing styles 

common to Russian Orthodox practice.  A spectral analysis of the bells informs the seventeen 

harmonies in the piece, which are manifested as both standard piano tunings and in the seventeen 

detuned virtual pianos that are diffused throughout the work.12  The four movements are (re)composed 

transcriptions taken from recordings of distinct ringing practices, while borrowing poetic narratives 

from the reoccurring use of orchestrated bells to signify important moments in Russian opera (ex: 
                                                                    
12 Software used includes: AudioSculpt (IRCAM), Logic Pro (Apple), MaxMSP (Cycling74), OpenMusic (IRCAM), Pianoteq 
(keyboard instrument physical modeling program by MODARTT), Scala. 
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Mikhail Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar, Alexander Borodin’s Prince Igor, Modest Mussorgsky’s Boris 

Godunov and Khovanschina, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s Christmas Eve and The Legend of the Invisible 

City of Kitezh). 

2.3.2 Kashchei 

The relationship to my cultural heritage occurs once more in Kashchei (2010-11), a nineteen-

minute work for nine instruments and multi-channel electronics.  The inspiration for the work comes 

from the characters, visual representations, and sounds of Russian folklore – skazki.  This piece is a tone 

poem that narrates the layers of Kashchei, a prevalent villain in Russian fairytales, who can only be 

defeated by breaking through multiple nested layers to reach his soul.13  The composition is woven 

around thematic source material taken from Rimsky-Korsakov’s opera Kashchei the Deathless and from 

Stravinsky’s Firebird (which likewise borrows from Rimsky-Korsakov), both works that tell their own 

musical stories of this villain.  A simple melody sung by the Tzarevna in the Rimsky-Korsakov serves as 

the central theme, and leitmotiv upon which a long process of reverse variations unfolds. 

The fourth movement of Kashchei approaches a very direct sourcing of musical material.  I 

revisit the Ravel arpeggio from Gérard Grisey’s Vortex Temporum.  Within a DAW (Digital Audio 

Workstation), I spliced segments of recordings from the first and third movements of Vortex Temporum, 

performed a series of DSP (digital signal processing) procedures, wove in the aforementioned Rimsky-

Korsakov theme, and then transcribed and orchestrated the result to create the fourth movement.  The 

harmonic material from this work is drawn from the same spectral analyses used in Kolokol – an 

example of direct recycling of my own musical material. 

2.3.3 Memento Mori 

 Memory and the relationship between experiential and clock time are the driving forces 

behind my 2013 string quartet Memento Mori – Phase I, the first movement of a larger piece in 

progress.  The work is subtitled “ut cuspis sic vita fluit dum stare videtur” (“life flies on like an arrow, 

                                                                    
13 His soul is represented by a needle, which is contained in an egg, which is in a duck, which is in a hare, which is in an iron 
chest, which is buried under a tree, which is on the mysterious, disappearing oceanic island of Buyan. 
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while seems to stand still”) - referencing a memento mori inscribed on a sundial in the Jardin des 

Plantes in Paris.  This work is a meditation on life and the perception of time.  In our daily activities, the 

constant influx of information, sensations, and stimuli saturates our consciousness.  By stepping out of 

time, if only momentarily, we can zoom in and out of our perceptual systems, allowing us to focus on 

intricacies and beauty that otherwise go missed. 

To ground the piece in a dialogue of the past and present, I looked for familiar source material.  

I chose to work with Contrapunctus I, from Bach’s The Art of Fugue.  Over the course of the four 

movements, the original music undergoes a trajectory of obscuring to revealing, somewhat similar to 

the method of reverse variations used in Kashchei.  I took my favorite interpretation of the piece, the 

1997 ECM recording by the Keller Quartet, and used it to create digitally manipulated maquettes, or 

preliminary audio models) that I loosely translated into acoustic string quartet music.  Working in this 

manner allowed me to sculpt the formal and sonic contours of the piece with immediate access to 

experiential listening, a process that was crucial to editing the temporal unfolding of the work.  This 

became especially salient in the first movement, as the resultant static harmonic structure required the 

music to be driven forward through subtle changes in other musical parameters.  Phase I isolates the 

first five notes of Bach’s D-minor subject.  I performed a series of time-stretches on the audio of these 

five-notes, stretching them out, zooming into the interstices, analyzing and manipulating in minute 

detail their interactions over time.  I mapped out a gestural metaphor between the resultant spectral 

strata of the audio realm to the string technique of bariolage, with its rich timbral fabric, inherent 

periodicity, and ability to simultaneously highlight both harmony and melody in a monophonic 

instrument.  The listener is invited to find interest in subtle fluctuations in amplitude, texture, and 

periodicity. 

2.3.4 Electro-acoustic Examples: Bayu-bayu and Mark As Unsent 

 My electro-acoustic work is likewise rooted in the appropriation of material.  In this case, I 

forego the transcription of digitally-manipulated sounds into another medium, but rather sculpt the 
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source material directly into carefully produced collages of sonic postcards (field recordings), sample 

libraries, sourced recordings, and synthesized sounds.   

Bayu-bayu, a 2012 two-channel work for fixed media, directly references the Russian lullaby 

Bayu-bayushki-bayu.  As with many lullabies, the song is meant to lull infants to sleep.  However, the 

text carries darker undercurrents with the story of the little grey wolf who steals infants from their 

cradles.  The lullaby is famously used as a recurring theme in Tale of Tales, a 1979 Soviet animated film 

directed by Yuriy Norshteyn, that recants the non-linear structure of human memory.  Inspired to create 

a sonic response to the film, I composed Bayu-bayu.  Sourced and created recordings of snippets of the 

melody are woven around identifiable field recordings and hierarchies of sound-objects14 in an arc 

form that encapsulates a series of concatenated sonic chimera akin to the surrealism of dreams. 

Mark As Unsent, a 2015 two-channel work for fixed media, revisits the theme of personal 

memories.  In late 2014, I subscribed to the poet Melissa Broder’s (then anonymous) Twitter account 

@SoSadToday15 – a recollection of painfully honest thoughts from an adolescent feminist on anxiety, 

depression, and romantic doom.  Concurrently, while searching for photographs in my mother’s attic, I 

came across a small box of my own unsent letters from high school and college.  These were post-break-

up letters to past loves. Wrought with the melodrama of adolescence, the content was a mix of overly 

poetic apology, revenge-seeking criticism, and sadness; far too many of which were written with white 

ink on black paper.  Luckily none of them were sent, and they rest in my safekeeping to distribute to the 

world as I see fit.  I recorded myself reading one of the letters.  Mark As Unsent is electronically 

orchestrated by parsing up the recording and applying a series of signal processes to my voice, thus 

allowing myself to be both the narrative and sonic source-material.  

2.3.5 Partnered Pieces 

In preparation for an analysis of the relationship between Vestigia Flammae and Agnosco 

Veteris, I will now discuss a series of three sets of similarly partnered pieces.  The second work in each 

                                                                    
14 Schaeffer, Pierre. “Traité des Objects Musicaux.” Le Seuil, 1966. 
15 Broder, Melissa: So Sad Today (@SoSadToday), 2015. Twitter Account. 
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set is a reorchestration of the first, for a different instrumentation.  This begs the question: are these 

pieces distinct musical works, or are they simply versions of one another?  I argue that the answer is 

somewhere in between.  The specific instrumentation of a given piece plays an enormous role in my 

conception of a work’s narrative, form, and resultant sound quality.  While composing, I account for the 

physical act of a performer and the dual relationship between her individual instrument and the 

conglomerate whole of the ensemble.  I ask myself, “What are the inherent sonic characteristics of a set 

group of instruments (ex: registral limits, natural points of resonance, cultural connotations, what is 

taxing, what is simple, etc.), and how can these qualities inform the music I choose to write?”  Once I 

enter the stage of notating a piece, I always work directly in full score as the different instrumental 

colors and their combinations sculpt the timbre-harmonic rhetoric of a work, elements which I use as 

primary forces in my music.  Thus when I alter the instrumentation, the experience of the work 

inherently changes.  I can vary and highlight different musical material, and orchestrate out one 

instrument’s properties onto a group of new ones (harkening back to principles of spectralism).  Certain 

gestures take more or less time to speak in a given instrumentation, and I often find myself adding, 

subtracting, expanding, and contracting during the transformation process of one piece to another.  

The extent to which this plays out varies from project to project. 

2.3.5.a Remains and Remnants 

 Remains is an eleven-minute work for two pianos and two percussion that I wrote in 2011 for 

Yarn/Wire.  The piece is essentially scored for four musicians performing on sets of metallic, resonant 

instruments.  The work focuses on the ADSR (Attack Decay Sustain Release) envelopes produced by the 

four musicians individually and in ensemble, whose material is derived from the navigation between 

two structural harmonies – chords rooted in F and C pitch centers.    

In 2012 an opportunity arose to participate in an orchestral reading at the Atlantic Music 

Festival.  I used this occasion to experiment with orchestration outside of my comfort zone, without the 

added burden of creating and structuring new material.  I needed a control group of musical material 

that already worked so that I could critically set the “orchestration” parameter as the test subject.  I 
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orchestrated the first three minutes of Remains, using the recording of the premiere performance as a 

compositional aid.16  My first attempts were driven by computer-aided composition tools (software: 

AudioSculpt, Orchidée, OpenMusic), which I used to analyze, manipulate, and resynthesize the 

recording, and to build alternative mock-ups with sample banks.  This returned a mixed set of results.  I 

was pleased with the variety of orchestration combinations that I generated, but there was something 

lacking in respect to my knowledge of what sounds “good” for an orchestra.  I decided to “follow my 

ears” and musical intuition while being loosely guided by the computer generated solutions.  The 

results of the reading session gave me more recorded material to analyze and manipulate.  The full 

reorchestration (2222.4221. 4 perc., pno., hp., strings), titled Remnants, was completed later in 2012.  

To retain interest in an orchestral version, I made several adjustments to the existing musical structure 

including: expanded and contracted phrase endings, expanded harmonic alterations, and the addition 

of more layers of contrapuntal lines.  However, the pieces are essentially identical, with Remains 

appearing as a reduction of Remnants. 

2.3.3.b Etched in Sand and Traced Upon Cinders 

Etched in Sand (2013) for percussion sextet, was written for the Sixtrum percussion ensemble 

as part of their Young Composers Lab, with the condition to use the same instrumentation as Philippe 

Leroux’s De l’itération, allowing Sixtrum to easily tour the pieces as a set.  The most challenging creative 

constraint proved to be the instrumentation of mallet percussion,17 predominantly in the middle 

register, which can quickly grow homogenous and tiresome to the ear.  A related challenge was the 

inclusion of two unconventionally tuned Sixxens,18 whose metal bar construction without the use of a 

                                                                    
16 It is worth noting that the introduction of Remains varies from performance to performance as the choice of symbols, tam-
tams, and temple bowls of unspecified pitch significantly changes the resultant harmonic and resonant character. 
17 Percussion 1: Sixxen (A), Glockenspiel, Prayer Bowl, Bass Drum; Perccussion 2: Vibraphone, Crotales (lower octave), Wind 
Gong; Percussion 3: Marimba (4 octaves), Prayer Bowl, Triangle); Percussion 4: Marimba (5 octave), Glockenspiel, Prayer 
Bowl, Triangle; Percussion 5: Vibraphone, Crotales (upper octave), Suspended Cymbal; Percussion 6: Sixxen (C), Prayer 
Bowl, Suspended Cymbal. 
18 Sixxens are custom, mallet instruments invented by Iannis Xenakis for his 1978 composition Pléïades.  The name derives 
from a blend of “six”, for the six musicians for whom they were created, and a truncation of his name “xen”.  The instruments 
are made of nineteen metallic bars that are tuned microtonally to six unique, unequal 21-note scales built on a system of 
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pedal requires a particular mallet-hand technique, similar to Gamelan technique, to dampen the 

resonances.  I addressed these concerns by establishing passages of reoccurring material that were 

spatially exchanged between the performers.  When performed in the proper orientation (see Figure 

3), the spatial separation allows the subtle timbre and intonation differences between the instruments 

to come to the foreground.  The macro-harmonic construction of the piece is based on a dialogue 

between E and F tonal centers that were derived from the median registral limits of the mallet 

instruments. 

 
Figure 1: Image of Sixtrum Ensemble’s Sixxen “C” 

 
 

 
Figure 2: Tuning systems used for Sixxen “A” and Sixxen “C” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                         
quarter and third tones.  The bars are organized in keyboard-style, with a close resemblance to a vibraphone without a 
dampening system.  Etched in Sand calls for two of the six instruments, Sixxen-A and Sixxen C.  See Figures 1 and 2. 
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Figure 3: Stage setup for Etched in Sand 

  

Poetically, Etched in Sand is the recollection of a childhood memory that has left a lasting 

impression in my mind.  The program notes explain: 

“To etch is to cut, carve, or engrave a text or design onto a surface (traditionally metal, glass, 
or stone). This process leaves a permanent design on the original medium.  

“I recall going to the shore as a child and spending hours etching designs into the wet, 
hardened sand at the threshold of beach and sea. With the sun on my back I would revel in the glory of 
these beautiful and ephemeral pieces of art that I created using the sand as my canvas and a stray 
seashell as my stylus. As evening encroached, the tide would slowly come in, its regular cycles of 
crashing waves a whispering reminder of the passing of time. The gently lapping water would 
inevitably creep towards my etchings, and as it neared I waited, in tense anticipation, for the arcs of 
water blindly reaching up the beach. As the first finger of water washed over my design, the image 
began its transformation into a subdued echo of itself. For a short time – an eternity – I would solemnly 
watch my day’s work gently fade away into the original blank canvas.”19 

 

The initial etching is represented by a theme that is first stated by the third percussionist on marimba.  

This motive recurs throughout the piece and is subjected to various processes of transformation until it 

is washed away by the resonance of the ensemble.  The piece closes with a vestige of the theme, 

performed by bowed crotales, which ends on the same harmonic canvas upon which the piece opened. 

 After hearing several performances of Etched in Sand it became clear to me that I was not yet 

finished with the material.  I considered the option of revising the work, but reached the conclusion 

                                                                    
19 Young, Etched in Sand score. 
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that the instrumentation did not allow for the expansions I had hoped to introduce.  Instead, I chose to 

revisit the material and formal structure in a new composition that I was writing for ensemble Either/Or:  

Traced Upon Cinders (2014), for thirteen musicians.  Here I worked, both poetically and technically, 

with the concept of a meta-memory: a mise-en-abyme established by sonically retelling the story of a 

piece that is itself based on a memory.  The program notes are the same as those for Etched in Sand, 

but they include an extra paragraph: 

 “As an adult, I often look back to the memories of moments from my childhood.  I trace these 
images over and over again in my mind, seeking new meanings and connections.  But as time passes 
their fidelity erodes, they are now cinders of the burning moments they once were, and quickly they do 
fade.”20 
 

Revisiting the structure included expansions of phrase lengths, particularly in the first half of the piece, 

and the addition of several new sections of music.  Within the structures that remain fixed between 

both versions, Traced Upon Cinders features a significant expansion in harmonic complexity (within the 

tonal centers), a wider breadth of register, and additional layers of contrapuntal lines. 

At my disposal was an eight-string electric guitar, which I chose to use as a grounding factor in 

the work.  The harmonic foundation in the E-F tonal centers is reinforced by dropping the guitar tuning 

to create a giant resonating E-instrument (tuning: E-B-E-A-D-G-B-E).  The orchestration of the piece is 

aimed at blending the electric guitar seamlessly into the ensemble, particularly through the use of 

open strings and natural harmonics of the string quintet.  The spatial play of Etched in Sand is 

translated in Traced Upon Cinders through orchestration that mimics spatial etchings of antiphony and 

hocketing when performed in the proper stage setup (see Figure 4). 

                                                                    
20 Young, Traced Upon Cinders score 
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Figure 4: Stage setup for Traced Upon Cinders 

 

2.3.3.c Fata Morgana (in two versions) 

 “I can hear the ocean in your music”, “ is the post-concert comment I most often receive from 

non-new-music audiences.  I smile and nod, laughing to myself.  Prior to Fata Morgana my catalog did 

not have any pieces tied to maritime themes.  Apparently the small mention in my bio about my 

degree in Ocean Engineering is enough to inspire audiences to map relationships between the sounds 

they hear and all things water-related.  A collection of these comments convinced me to musically 

address my relationship to the sea.   

My first attempt was a poetic one in Fata Morgana, a nine-minute piece for symphonic brass 

ensemble and percussion, commissioned and premiered by the Tanglewood Music Center in 2014.  

Like the Arthurian sorceress for whom it is named, the shape shifting, maritime mirage known as a Fata 

Morgana is said to harbor a mysterious magic, toying dangerously with the minds of those who fall 

under its spell.  Hovering just above the ocean’s horizon (particularly at the poles), the Fata Morgana is 

found in maritime legends of hapless sailors being lured off course to their imminent doom by visions 

of sirens, distant fairy castles, and ghost ships.  The concept of mirage feeds the labyrinthine structure 

of the piece: musical phrases morph one into the other, laced with a hazy scrim of stereophonic 

vibraphones that blanket the fanfares, melodies, and chorales that characterize the piece’s aural 

illusions.  In forging an entrance into the unfamiliar world of brass (for me, as a string player), I looked 
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to the symphonic examples of brass orchestration that spoke most deeply to me: Wagner, the recurrent 

trumpet and horn passages of Mahler’s Third and Fifth Symphonies, and the trumpet calls in Debussy’s 

La Mer.  In reverence to the tradition of chorales in the brass repertoire, the work is bookended by an 

original horn chorale, distant cousin to Wagner’s The Flying Dutchman, which contains the most 

celebrated Fata Morgana of the repertoire. 

Unconventional spatial distribution of the performers resurfaces as a compositional tool in Fata 

Morgana.  Inspired by the arc layout and spatial exchange of sonic material in John Gibson’s 2009 

laptop ensemble piece Wind Farm, I distributed the musicians across the stage in an arc flanked by the 

two percussionists (see Figure 5).  The brass players are subdivided into four trios and a central bass 

duo; the vertical layout of the score mimics this distribution.  I used the particular layout to enhance the 

effect of aural mirage, creating a dialogue between antiphonal exchanges and homophonic unity 

within the chamber subsections and groupings of like instruments.  Acoustically, higher frequencies 

are easier to spatially identify, thus it was essential to distribute the four trumpets as widely as possible.  

The timing of phrases and exchange of near-repetitions were compositionally driven by this spatial 

distribution. 

 
Figure 5: Stage setup for Fata Morgana (Symphonic Brass Ensemble Version)21 

 

                                                                    
21 Young, Fata Morgana score. 
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 Shortly after the completion of Fata Morgana I had the opportunity to write an orchestral piece 

for a workshop with the American Academy of Conducting at Aspen Orchestra.  As a result of time 

constraints, I chose to revisit the process or reorchestration that I used in the partner pieces Remains 

and Remnants.  Within this particular project, the compositional challenge was to find a way to 

highlight the spatial distinction that characterizes Fata Morgana without rearranging the entire 

orchestra.  I mapped the trio groupings and instrumental dialogues to orchestral, hybrid timbre 

combinations.  Lines are embellished, harmonies are expanded, and new levels of counterpoint are 

introduced.   

Several subtle, structural changes are present in the orchestral version.  The expanded breadth 

of instrumental color extends and dovetails phrases, ultimately permitting me to compose out 

resonances in a manner that would have been uninteresting within the limits of the brass palette.  A 

forty-second introduction is prepended to the orchestral version, thus the piece organically grows into 

the first fanfare, rather than starting with a jarring surprise.  This same process was used in the 

reorchestration of Vestigia Flammae into Agnosco Veteris, which is described in Chapter 4.  

2.4 Remarks 

Reference to existing material can be an arbitrary impetus to get a piece going, but more often 

forms of quotation are selected by an artist to intentionally pay homage to preexisting work, cast 

acceptance or rejection via tools such as irony, and to bring associated cultural baggage into the 

discourse.  Creating a new work from the borrowed materials of an existing one requires me to carefully 

consider: What happens when I use existing musical material with its historical and cultural 

implications?  How do I care for the results of such an act?   

The appropriation of musical material in my instrumental output is clearly rooted in my study 

of electroacoustic music and the process of collecting found sound objects, manipulating recordings, 

and instantly auditioning sonic results in real-time.  I gain a deeper familiarity with my music and the 

plethora of possibilities, when I revisit my own work in the sonic realm through mock-ups and 

structural revisions that can be created by editing the recordings of existing pieces.  The act of mapping 
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an existing work onto a new one makes me confront a series of questions: What happens when I take a 

second stab at my own musical material, especially once it is already structurally set in a finished work; 

and why engage in such a process?  Are these pieces distinctly different?  Does a listener need to have 

experience with the source piece to fully appreciate the subsequent version? 
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Chapter 3. Concept 
Early in 2014, my mentor, MIT Professor Keeril Makan offered some particularly insightful 

advice.  He rightfully assessed that I had spent more than eleven years in higher education.  He 

suggested that my next step as a practicing artist was to abandon everything I had learned, undo 

habitual patterns that serviced the expectations of the academy, and to delve 20,000 leagues under the 

sea into the essence of “what and who is Nina, and why.”  This idea was both invigorating and 

unsettling, as it required an acute reality check and analysis of not only my artistic values, but of all 

facets of my life.  As part of this investigation, I took time to revisit the music I had composed.  Through 

different levels of analysis, I identified common conceptual threads in my work.  I began cataloging the 

compositional toolkit that defines my personal style, including harmonic and melodic syntax, rates of 

temporal motion and stasis, types of texture and repetition, and use of timbre.   

As I continued this process it became clear that my act of composing was similar to my 

obsession with collecting memorabilia.  When quizzed on dates, names, lyrics, or even asked to sing 

back a tune, I am a befuddled mess desperately reaching for a new Google search on my phone.  Rote 

memory has always been a weakness.  Yet, if asked to recall a touching or meaningful experience, the 

floodgates open and I can recount anecdotes and memories for hours.  Plagued with a dread of 

forgetting or misremembering, I index my daily experiences with aide-mémoires.  These include 

detailed catalogs with descriptions of the people I meet; written exchanges; notebooks of books, music, 

names, and places; scraps of ticket stubs, brochures, and news events; and a compulsive need to 

document my days through photographs, videos, and audio recordings.  Writing music becomes a way 

for me to process, synthesize, reengineer, and comment on my personal experiences and sonic 

memories in the form of an abstracted, and often highly emotive, musical scrapbook.  It became clearly 

impossible to abandon everything I had learned, as borrowing and amalgamating is at the essence of 

my creative process. 

Shortly after gaining awareness of this previously intuitive artistic drive, I started to work on the 

two large-ensemble pieces that would later become Vestigia Flammae and Agnosco Veteris.  With a 
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desire to consciously incorporate my recent self-discovery into the concept and working process, I 

determined that these two pieces should be partnered in the same way as Etched in Sand and Traced 

Upon Cinders:  Vestigia Flammae would address the act of resurrecting lurking memories, and working 

on Agnosco Veteris would be a meta-memory of that process. 

3.1 Virgil and Dante, and the act of looking back 

In book IV of Virgil’s Aeneid, Dido, long in grief over her late husband Sychaeus’s death, is 

suddenly awakened from emotional slumber by the visiting Trojan hero Aeneas.  In an upheaval of 

emotion, she proclaims, “Agnosco veteris vestigia flammae,” or “I recognize the traces of an ancient 

fire”.  For Dido, experiential time becomes a complex and powerful mix of emotions past and present.  

The quote resurfaces in Dante’s Divine Comedy.  The overarching allegory of this epic poem traces 

themes of Dante’s spiritual quest through symbolism.  Dante, guided by Virgil, achieves literary 

immortality through the act of storytelling that appropriates and amalgamates references to antiquity, 

classical literature, mythology, Christianity, and (then) contemporary Italian politics.  In Purgatorio 30, 

Dante feels the presence of Beatrice and matches his emotional upheaval to that of Dido.  Dante makes 

a final tribute to Virgil by stating, “conosco i segni de l’antica fiamma” – an Italian translation of the 

Latin “Agnosco veteris vestigia flammae.” 

This passage is the poetic impetus for Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae.  While neither 

work is explicitly programmatic in connection with Virgil or Dante’s literary narrative, the music invites 

private, distinctive, and profound interpretations in each listener’s experience as she addresses the 

central concepts of lost memories, vestigial emotions, and melancholy for the passage of time.  These 

themes reoccur in much of my music,22 and inform not only the extra-musical poetic narratives, but 

also in the creative acts of repetition and reworking existing material. 

Dante appropriates explicit cultural references and symbols as a tool to weave the narrative of 

the Divine Comedy.  However, when I was collecting the source material for Vestigia Flammae, I 

abandoned explicit quotation.  Rather, I attempted to generate original motivic source material that 
                                                                    
22 A description of several examples is found in Chapter 2.3   
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would carry an affect of having existed before.  The motivic material and instrumental writing 

references my compositional predilections in pieces like Kolokol, Remains/Remnants, Tethered Within, 

Fata Morgana, and Traced Upon Cinders.  I also tried my hand at writing imagined faux folk, modal, and 

fanfare-like music that could be mistaken for something pre-existing.  The motives and thematic 

material are discussed in Chapter 5.2. 

3.2 Ritual 

Within Agnosco Veteris the emotional polarities of memory and anticipation, stasis and 

excitement, grieving and loving anew, are all addressed through music that engages the repetitive 

nature of ritual.  The act of ritual is inherently a systematic performance, either executed personally or 

in a community setting.  These rites are used to diffuse anxiety, provide a heightened experiential state, 

and allow for self-reflection.  The emotional fulcrum of Agnosco Veteris rests in the structural center of 

the work (Agnosco Veteris mm.92-211, Vestigia Flammae mm.62-181), which serves as a checkpoint, 

dividing the work into the “Music of Before” and the “Music of After”.  Here I borrow from my own 

experiences in the music of ritual: the chants and prayers of Eastern Orthodox liturgy, the tolling of 

Russian bells, and the cyclical gongs of the Balinese gamelan.  The section closes with a series of 

tolling, ominous G-minor chords that each decay into sonic splinters.  The ritual within this music is 

used as an act of both remembrance and renewal.  My goal was to allow the listener a moment of pause 

from the bustling, rhythmic music that characterized the previous part of the piece.  The listener may 

now be given the space to consider the fragments and recollections that came before and ponder the 

resolutions, if any, that may present themselves next. 
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Chapter 4. Formal Analysis 
To illustrate the close relationship between the two pieces, I have juxtaposed the waveforms 

and sonograms of Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae (see Figure 6).  The color-coded waveforms 

divide the pieces up into groupings of similar structural material.  Time-stamps from the premiere 

performance recordings of both works are provided to aurally compare global structural divisions.  

Subtle expansions and contractions in the timing between the two pieces are a result of performer 

interpretation and intentionally adjusted tempo markings. 

 
 

Figure 6: Waveform and sonogram comparison of Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae 
 

It becomes readily apparent that the structures of both pieces are nearly identical: Agnosco 

Veteris is a direct reorchestration of Vestigia Flammae, with thirty-one measures of music prepended to 

the full orchestra version.  Agnosco Veteris rehearsal letter E corresponds to measure 2 in Vestigia 

Flammae.  From that point on, all rehearsal letters align with thirty measures, or five rehearsal letters, 

of offset (VF letter I corresponds to AV letter N, VF letter BB corresponds to AV letter GG, etc.).  The 

sonogram confirms the one-to-one mapping of the main events, but upon closer inspection also 
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visualizes the addition of musical lines, timbre adjustments, and harmonic reinforcement and 

expansion in the orchestral version.  For ease of comprehension throughout this document, I refer 

primarily to Agnosco Veteris unless highlighting distinct differences. 

The construction of Agnosco Veteris is episodic in nature, with each major event represented by 

color groupings in Figure 4.  The macro form of Agnosco Veteris can also be understood as a division 

into three major units: Part I (the “Music of Before”), Part 2 (the “Music of Ritual”), and Part 3 (the 

“Music of After”); each with its own series of building climaxes.  The formal structure, narrative nature of 

the piece, return of thematic material, and pitch-centered harmonic organization can thus be encased 

into a loosely fitted ternary form (A - B - A’ maps to Part I - Part 2 - Part 3) with five formal sections.  Part I 

encapsulates the Introduction (Section 1, absent in Vestigia Flammae) and Exposition (Section 2), Part 2 

the Development (Section 3), and Part 3 the Recapitulation (Section 4) and Coda (Section 5).  Each of 

these subdivisions is then divided into an arborescence of nested subsections and phrases.  A detailed 

analysis of each section is provided in the text that follows. 

4.1 Part 1 (Introduction & Exposition): The “Music of Before” 

The focus of Part I is the presentation of the thematic materials, or sonic memories, that are 

fragmented and recycled throughout the rest of the piece. Figure 7 summarizes the structural 

organization. 

Agnosco Veteris opens with an introductory prelude of musical fragments, labeled Section 1 

(AV mm.1-31), which sets the scene for the music that will come.  These thirty-one measures are an 

expansion of measure 1 in Vestigia Flammae.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, Vestigia Flammae is 

conceptually built on the poetics of nested memories.  A meta-interpretation of Dante quoting Virgil’s 

description of Dido’s mixing of the past and present became a narrative part of the translation of 

Vestigia Flammae to Agnosco Veteris.  I embody this concept by introducing new music within which I 

would embed Vestigia Flammae.  On a technical level, when revisiting Vestigia Flammae for the 

orchestral version, I concluded that the more varied timbral breadth and the diffuse sound of the 

orchestra would detract from the importance of the primary melody that is immediately presented (VF 
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mm.2-20).  The orchestral version required more time to sonically establish itself.  Here I had the 

opportunity for structural revision.  I balanced the temporal weight of the Coda and better 

foreshadowed motivic material by prepending music to the Exposition.  This led to Agnosco Veteris’s 

Section 1 that is divided into two parts: Phrase-a and Phrase-b.   

 
Figure 7: Formal Analysis of Part 1 

 

Section 1, Phrase-a opens with brooding musical shards.  The woodwinds, piano, and harp 

present a quick transient that quickly fades into a tense, tutti crescendo.  Tight glissandi, tremolos, and 

the ominous pulsing of the timpani, percussion, lower strings, and brass (a harbinger of the closing 

section of Part 2) build, surging into the piece’s first preemptive climax.  The unstable tonal center of 

the piece, D, is established and left to tenuously flutter in the resonant stasis of the tutti attack (m.12 – 

14).  The second violins prematurely interrupt this pause with a serene E that initiates the beginning of 

Phrase-b.  New musical material blossoms through pointillistic orchestration, which coalesces into a 

rippling celesta pattern, supported by modal melodies in the upper strings.  The placid affect is 
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obfuscated by the over-arching, repeated A-minor melody that is shared between the two clarinets – the 

yearning, rising minor-sixth is established as a prominent interval in the piece.  While the first violins 

climb upward, the melody is heterophonically stretched out in the woodwinds.  The melody’s 

downward contour prevails, shifting the energy to the bassoon, then viola.  The tuba and bass complete 

the phrase, launching the arrival of Section 2. 

 The substance of Agnosco Veteris starts in Section 2 (AV m.32, VF m.2), the Exposition, which is 

divided into two units of distinct character: Arc 1 (AV mm.32-50), and Arc 2 (AV mm.50-91).  Arc 1 

begins with a melancholic melody that will later return to bookend the piece.  This primary thematic 

material (AV mm.32-38) passes between the different instrumental families in klangfarbenmelodie and 

through a process of heterophonic transformation that amalgamates into a tutti, rhythmic accelerando 

and crescendo.  This second climax dovetails into the latter half of Arc 1.  The vibraphone and xylophone 

form a rocking-pulse backdrop that prolongs the melodic resolution from E to D.  The oscillating pattern 

of seconds is converted into a series of overlapping melodies in the woodwinds and brass that stretch 

and contract the framework of the rhythmic grid.  The patterns eventually unite into a quick burst of 

energy that triggers Arc 2. 

The secondary thematic material is presented in Arc 2 (AV mm.50-91), which can be divided 

into three sub-units: the secondary thematic material (AV mm.50-57), a transition culminating in the 

climax of Arc 2 (AV mm.58-60), and closing material (AV mm.60-65).  In contrast to the melancholic 

affect of Arc 1, Arc 2’s music is persistent, rhythmic, and heroic in character.  A tutti glissando 

announces the arrival of a fanfare that oscillates between A-major and -minor.  The melody is 

accompanied by firmly repeated sixteenth-note As in the orchestral strings, which then assume the 

melodic role by chromatically climbing and descending a major-third.  This is doubled by a triumphant 

horn call that gathers the orchestra into a closing set of tutti stabs (AV mm.56-57).  An enigmatic 

transition of growing, wave-like oscillations (AV mm.58-60) prepares the return of the fanfare (AV 

mm.62-65).  This second fanfare has a different outcome.  The glockenspiel alters the metrical focus 

and the triumphant horn call’s descent from C-sharp to C-natural gives rise to the second sub-unit of Arc 
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2, where A-minor prevails with hints of C- and F-major.  The music pulls back into a more relaxed duple 

pulse recalling an ominous, static, ticking clock, or the quiet before a storm.  This moment of rest is 

interrupted by three series of charged, tutti rhythmic punches with violent interruptions of ascending 

and descending glissandos.  An expressive, ascending cello line transitions the climax into the closing 

material of the third sub-unit.  The violas spring up a minor-sixth from the cello and poignantly reveal 

the tertiary thematic material, a melodic cousin and response to the primary material of Arc 1.  The 

phrase is echoed in the horns and flute, ending in a rocking motion reminiscent of the second of half of 

Arc 1, but this time the pitches oscillate between C and D.  The upper strings, winds, and trumpets fade 

in with a specter of the fanfare’s repeated As and chromatic major-third arc.  Rather than dissolving 

away, the tension quickly rises into the tutti arrival of Part 2. 

4.2 Part 2 (Development): The “Music of Ritual” 

The focus of Part 2, the structural center of Agnosco Veteris, is a ritualistic checkpoint during 

which the listener can consider the musical recollections that came before (in Part 1) and what 

resolutions might present themselves (in Part 3).  The emotional polarities of remembrance and 

anticipation, simplicity and complexity, grief and celebration, come under scrutiny and reflection 

through music that participates in the repetitive nature of ritual.  I choose to label this the Development 

as it rearranges the existing fragments, though the pensive and static nature of this section does more 

pruning and disrobing than embellishing of material.  Part 2 is divided into three Arcs.  Figure 8 

summarizes the structural organization. 

A climactic tutti arrival, the dovetailed completion of Part 1, marks the beginning of Arc 3 (AV 

mm.92-116).  A progressive denouement morphs into a four-note gong cycle (repeated eight times).  

The cycle’s regularity is perturbed by a hazy scrim of long string sonorities and slow bends in the winds 

and brass that weave in and out of the pitch structure.  Fragmented solo melodies exchanged by the 

winds and brass emerge from, and rise above the texture, aided by punctuated transients in the harp 

and piano.  The agitated stasis is broken with a descent into the F-sharp pedal that denotes the 

beginning of Arc 4. 
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Figure 8: Formal Analysis of Part 2 

 

A macro-oscillation between F# and G pedals characterizes Arc 4 (AV mm.117-166).  Three 

types of material (F#-Swell, G-Pedal, and Transition) are presented across eight distinct sections.  The 

section labeled “F#-Swell-1” (AV mm.117-127) is an orchestrated time-stretch of an analyzed gong hit, 

or an embellished dominant-seventh chord to the upcoming G-pedal tonal center.  The attack is 

exaggerated by an arpeggiated gesture that builds across the entire ensemble.  The descending major-

third melodic apex (C# to A) is heterophonically exchanged throughout the instruments, a reminder of 

the importance of the rising minor-sixth from Part 1.  The regular rhythmic grid of the gong cycle is 
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disturbed by the written out rubato and the dueling role of the time-keeping piano and vibraphone.  A 

tutti attack initiates the next section, labeled “G-Pedal-1” (AV mm.128-131).  The percussion and flat-

seventh partial in the first flute accentuate a quasi-spectral harmonic atmosphere.  The signature horn 

call dominates the phrase with a drawn out upward harmonic-series glissando.  The phrase peaks at D 

and then slowly descends down a perfect-fifth to its G resolution.  Within this gesture the descending 

major-third is highlighted by the transition from the C-quarter-tone-sharp (flattened eleventh partial) to 

A-flat.  Rather than evolving into new musical material, a downward glissandi in the first violins and 

cellos transitions into the next section: an altered repetition of the first F#-Swell. 

The process repeats itself; F#-Swell-2 (AV mm.132-141) leads into G-Pedal-2 (AV mm.142-

149).  However, this time the G-pedal is extended.  The hanging B-flat resonance shifts into a chiming 

pattern reminiscent of a music box opening and closing – a narrative attempt to activate nostalgia in 

the listener.  This new material disturbs the regular F#-G pendulum pattern and evokes a relationship to 

the static ticking clock in Part 1, Arc 2.  The cello harmonic glissandi announce the arrival of F#-Swell-3 

(AV mm.150-154).  This iteration is truncated at the apex of the arpeggio, with the resonances 

unexpectedly dampened.  A quick, playful response in the winds and strings prepares the narrative 

climax of Arc 4 (AV mm.155-157).  The trumpets, harmonized by the horns, sing the primary thematic 

melody above a two-part texture:  the piano and percussion complete the F#-pedal phrase, while the 

violins present a variation on the secondary thematic material’s repeated-note accompaniment.  This 

collapses into the last iteration of the G-Pedal(-3) (AV mm.158-160).  Arc 4 closes with the threadbare 

F#-Swell-4 (AV mm.161-166) presented solely by the percussion, harp, and piano. 

A series of nine accruing G-pedals characterizes Arc 5 (AV mm.167-211).  The ominous 

reoccurrence of the G-minor chords evokes a kind of tolling.  The resonance of each attack splinters into 

shards of melodic fragments that amalgamate into richer, more completed phrases as the sequence 

progresses.  The violas complete the melodic phrase at the end of the eighth iteration.  G-Pedal-9 (AV 

mm.200-211) closes with three austere G-pedal sub-phrases.  The fateful brass, percussion and timpani 
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roles recall the opening of Agnosco Veteris.  A homophonic statement in the vibraphone, piano, lower 

strings, and trombone choir modulates to D, launching the piece into Part 3. 

4.3 Part 3 (Recapitulation & Coda): The “Music of After” 

The focus of Part 3 is a reconfigured collage of the musical material.  Renewal is presented 

when the stasis of Part 2 is broken by the energetic motion of the four Arcs of Section 4, the 

Recapitulation.  The piece closes with a Coda that is divided into two Arcs. Figure 9 summarizes the 

structural organization. 

 
Figure 9: Formal Analysis of Part 3 
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Section 4 (AV mm.212-302), the Recapitulation, is divided into four units: Arc 6 (AV mm.212-

235), Arc 7 (AV mm.236-244), Arc 8 (AV mm.244-270), and Arc 9 (AV mm.271-281).  Arc 6 begins with 

a rising quarter-tone scale that is exchanged between the violins, labeled Phrase-a1.  The scale begins 

on D and creeps upward by a third, a variation on the chromatically rising and descending major-third 

motive from Part 1, Arc 2.  After two brief measures, glissandos, a battling bass and piano ostinato, and 

waving gestures in the winds transition to a climactic halt.  The harmon-muted brass dovetails Phrase-b 

(AV mm.244-250) and Phrase-c (AV mm.251-270).  A forceful cello line accompanied by swelling 

trombone harmonic glissandi ushers in the return of the staggered, rising quarter-tone scale.  Tension 

is built across four increasingly energetic iterations, until the accelerando collapses upon itself, 

morphing into a wave-like transition in the winds. 

 The tension in Arc 6 is resolved by Arc 7’s heroic fanfare.  In the manner of formal 

Recapitulation, it is a direct return of Part 1’s secondary thematic material, but transposed from A to D.  

One full statement of the fanfare dissolves into Arc 8.  The first part, marked Phrase-b’ (AV mm.244-

m.250), is a variation of Arc 6, Phrase-b.  Nervously rising scales weave through string harmonics and 

moto perpetuo piano figurations, a flashback to the celesta ripples from the Introduction.  The 

combined activity swells into two briefly climactic moments (AV m.247 and m.250).  In Phrase-d (AV 

mm.251-270), elided melodies, related to the tertiary thematic material in Part 1, Arc 2, float above the 

hum of the piano.  Accented string harmonics, glockenspiel and vibraphone transients, and bowed 

crotales pull content from the piano to create a melodic grid.  A melancholic exchange between the 

bassoon and English horn closes the section.  Just as the resonances begin to decay, Arc 9 opens with 

gentle chiming created by crotales, harp harmonics, piano, and string pizzicato.  A woodwind chorus, 

defined by auxiliary instruments, imitates the contours of imagined festive folk music.  The interlocked 

melodies build to the final, crunching climax. 

A strike of the F# gong (AV m.247) signals the arrival of Section 5, the Coda.  In contrast to the 

active and predominantly energetic character of the Recapitulation, the Coda returns to the 

introspective temperament of the Development.  A decelerated version of the Arc 3 gong-cycle 
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delineates the macro temporal grid of the Coda.  The four-note cycle (stretched over five measures) 

repeats five times. Atop this metric cycle, Section 5 is divided in two: Arcs 10 (AV mm.281-294) and 11 

(AV mm.294-302).   

Arc 10 is divided into two phrases, Phrase-a (AV mm.281-288) and Phrase-b (AV mm.288-

294), each with two independent, repetitive cycles, while the bass holds an F# pedal.  During Phrase-a, 

the vibraphone and harp repeat a five-note sub-cycle in quarter-note sextuplets; the solo bass clarinet 

crescendos across seven cycles of descending four-note phrases of contracting rhythmic duration.  The 

cycles align and mark the beginning of Phrase-b.  The piano usurps the quarter-note sextuplets, 

passing through eight iterations.  The solo cello line replaces the bass clarinet, eventually dovetailing 

into the final section of the Coda. 

The piece closes in Arc 11 with a bookend that revisits the primary thematic material.  The main 

melody is presented in the violins.  A spectral freezing of the melodic material creates a harmonic haze 

that is held by the string section while the piccolo and oboe exchange solos that complete the phrase.  

The final cadence is understated and placid, but the core resolution of the entire piece, from E to D, is 

only tenuously fulfilled. 
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Chapter 5. Compositional Process 
 This Chapter gives an explanation of my compositional process in the construction of Vestigia 

Flammae and Agnosco Veteris.  I begin with an overview of my working method when writing 

instrumental music.    A series of sub-chapters analyzes the inner-workings of the pieces in terms of 

source material (motives and themes), harmonic language, orchestration, texture, and rhythm.  

5.1 Working Method 

My recent method of instrumental writing has shifted away from a linear and pre-structured 

compositional process, to a more nebulous one.  This newer working method shares similarities with 

my electronic music construction.  It gives me the freedom and challenge to create more complex 

formal structures.   

In looking for the core sonic elements that will initiate the compositional process, I work with 

reproducible sound right away.  Going back and forth between staff paper and a Digital Audio 

Workstation (DAW), I generate series of audible sketches.  These can be combinations of improvisations 

(typically with me performing on violin, cello, piano, assorted percussion instruments, and vocal 

recordings; or guided sessions with other performers), musical quotations, pre-recorded sounds banks 

and sample libraries, digitally synthesized material, and manipulated performance recordings.  After 

generating a pool of material, I select several sketches to serve as the seedlings from which different 

musical worlds can grow.  The sprouts are each transcribed into full score. I analyze the characteristics of 

these different sections and begin to categorize the possible harmonic, textural, and rhythmic 

trajectories that will define the language of the piece. 

From here I begin to compose around the material, searching for organic relationships that can 

weave the different sections together.  As the arborescence grows, new material is generated.  In 

practice, I prefer prepending, rather than appending.  Prepending allows me to more easily engage 

with tension and expectation, rather than resolution.  The sections are reshuffled, spliced, and collaged 

until I sense that the macro structural pillars, the tonal/harmonic centers, and the core motivic materials 



 
37 

are finally locked in place.  With a skeletal proto-version of the score completed, I fill in the gaps.  I fall 

into a sort of horror vacui23 as I continue to embellish the music with increasing layers of decorated 

minutia.  From this point on, I work linearly within macro-sections, listening (through performance, 

mock-ups, and playback) for the temporal pacing of the music.  I obsessively edit – extending sections, 

altering near repetitions, and sculpting transitions until I reach a place of relative satisfaction.  When I 

appropriate my own musical material or create a reorchestrated version, this process goes even farther. 

 
Figure 10: Timeline representation of the order of sketches in Vestigia Flammae (corresponding Agnosco 

Veteris letters are written below). 

 

The non-linear method of composing Vestigia Flammae is visually depicted in Figure 10.  Each 

box encapsulates the core musical spheres of material from the sketching process that made it into the 

piece, with corresponding rehearsal letters.  The diagram traces a timeline of the sketching phase, with 

the faux folk-music of VF rehearsal letters KK representing the initial material, and the series of tolling 

G-pedals in VF W-Y representing the end of the process.  A process of extensions, splices, 

developments, collages, and reordering led to the final structural form that was described in Chapter 4.  

The sculpting is too complicated to reiterate, but I will provide two examples.  The first is the climax and 

denouement in VF mm.7-16.  In the sketches, it was originally appended (in transposition) to the (now 

final) climax at the end of KK.  The second is the G-pedals in N and W-Y.  These were originally different 

attempts at the same idea.  I scrapped N in favor of the W-Y phrase, that was then expanded to cover S–

AA.  When finding material to contrast the F#-Swell arpeggio in letter R, I brought back N with its 

signature horn call. 

                                                                    
23 Horror vacui (Latin: “fear of empty space”) is the filling entire surface or space with layers of detail – a common practice in 
Islamic art. 
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5.2 Source Material: Themes and Motives 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the poetic concepts of memory and return informed the source 

material for Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae.  Rather than sourcing quotations from existing 

work, I composed a series of original, imagined faux folk, modal, and fanfare-like themes that serve as 

the genetic material.  These become the leitmotivs of fabricated sonic memories.  The following 

paragraphs identify these materials and give examples of how they return throughout the piece in both 

original form and in derivative mutations and transformations. 

5.2.1 Primary and Tertiary Thematic Material 

The primary thematic material, notated in Figure 11, indexes Agnosco Veteris.  As the cellos 

present the theme in the beginning of the work, a sonorous world evolves from filaments of 

orchestrated klangfarbenmelodie and textural heterophony (AV mm.32-39).  This immediate 

fragmentation foreshadows the importance of certain intervals and contours.  For example, the piano, 

harp and vibraphone ostinato in the Coda (AV mm.283-293) is derived from the first half of the melody, 

while the recurring gong cycle in the Development (AV mm.99-115) and Coda (AV mm.283-293) is a 

transformation of the second half. 

 
Figure 11: Primary thematic material and example derivations 

 

The descending and ascending minor-sixth becomes a prevalent melodic interval, as well as 

one of harmonic resolution via suspension.  A repeating melodic fragment (notated in Figure 12) that 

begins with the minor-sixth leap is exchanged between the clarinets in Phrase-b (AV mm.19-31) of 
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Agnosco Veteris’s Introduction.  When writing the opening material, I was looking to foreshadow the 

motives and affect of Vestigia Flammae.  One day while listening to Radiohead’s song Bloom, from 

their 2011 album King of Limbs, I realized that the looping A-minor piano fragment that underpins the 

song was the structural solution to Phrase-b.  I borrowed it, tweaking the rhythm and adding some 

passing tones. 

 
Figure 12: Clarinet motive (from Radiohead’s song Bloom) in AV mm.19-31 

 

The melodic contours of the primary theme likewise provide the macro-harmonic roadmap for 

the tonal centers: a dialogue between E, A, D, and G that toys with the circle of fifths and plagal 

cadences.  For example, the G-pedal of the Development is derived from the resolution of the first half 

of the melody.  A direct return of the primary melodic material elucidates two important events.  The 

trumpets restate it at the structural center of the work (AV mm.155-157).  Here it serves as a transitional 

pivot point in the middle of the Development.  Later the melody, orchestrated for the string section with 

a melodic prolongation in the piccolo and oboe, signals the closing of the piece (AV mm.294-302).   

The primary melody ends with a tenuous resolution from E to D – the ur-tension upon which 

the entire piece is built.  This prolonged tension is distinguished in the transition from Arc 1 to Arc 2 (AV 

mm.39-53), with the rhythmic E-D oscillation of the xylophone and vibraphone.  It is extrapolated into 

fragmented, vacillating seconds in the winds.24  The gesture morphs into a third textural layer – the 

perfect-fourth dyads in the cello and basses teetering across a tritone.  In Vestigia Flammae’s 

orchestration the snare drum, performed with brushes, creates an additional textural layer via a timbre-

mapping of the oscillation (VF mm.9-19). 

The Exposition closes with the tertiary thematic material.  As depicted in Figure 13, this 

melodic phrase is derived from, and is a response to, the primary thematic material.  In AV m.78, the 

solo violas leap up the signature sixth, but this time it is a major rather than minor interval.  The horns 

                                                                    
24 In Vestigia Flammae this is also performed by the horn. 
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and flute then overlap the violas with a rhythmic variant of the tertiary theme.  The horns conclude with 

the oscillating seconds that close the primary theme, but this time the resolution to D comes upward 

from C.  This relationship between C and D is played out harmonically later in the Recapitulation. 

 

 
Figure 13: Relationship between primary and tertiary thematic material 

 

A variation of the primary/tertiary thematic material reappears in the viola solo (AV mm.197-

199) that prepares Pedal-10 in Arc 5 of the Development.  The material is revisited in the 

Recapitulation’s Arc 8 Phrase-b’; a reduction of which is provided in Figure 14.  The melodic lines in the 

woodwinds are cousins to the thematic materials.  Likewise, a melody of string harmonics pulled from 

the piano ostinato is related in a manner similar to the Coda and gong cycles previously described in 

Figure 09. 

 
Figure 14: Melodic reduction of Arc 8 Phrase-b’  (AV mm.251-270) 

 

5.2.2 Secondary Thematic Material 

Repetitive rhythmic notes, chromatic scalar motion in a wave-like envelope, glissandos, and 

the oscillation between major- and minor-thirds are thoroughly revisited throughout the piece, and 

serve as the DNA for nearly all of the transition material.  These motives are derived from the secondary 

thematic material, the fanfare of Arc 2, a reduction of which is found in Figure 15.  The fanfare is 
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underpinned by the repetitive As that break into the chromatically ascending scale that spans a major-

third.  The unison doublings, open strings, articulations, and rhythmic profile allude to a folk-like 

tradition.  The contour is later imitated by the winds and brass.  A waving, harmonic series glissando in 

the trombone initiates the fanfare melody of ascending and descending major- and minor-thirds.  The 

horns then complete the phrase with a signature glissando that outlines the contour of a major-third 

before resolving to the minor.  This section is directly imitated, in a D-transposition, in Arc 7 of the 

Recapitulation. 

 
Figure 15: Score reduction of the secondary thematic material (AV mm.51-55) 
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A clear derivation of the ascending chromatic scale is found in the climactic build up to Arc 7 

(AV mm.222-234); see Figure 16.  The rising half-step is distended to a quarter-step, while the rhythmic 

gesture is broadened.  The contour spans a sharpened major-third, until the last iteration extends to a 

perfect-fifth.  Likewise, the use of the glissando throughout Agnosco Veteris can be viewed as a higher 

resolution curve-fitting of the stepped scalar motive. 

 
Figure 16: Variation of the secondary thematic chromatic scale arc in the Recapitulation (AV mm.222-234) 

 

5.2.3 Motives of Ritual 

  As mentioned in Chapter 4.2, “Music of Ritual” characterizes the Development section of 

Agnosco Veteris.  While the sparer and more austere events of this section are generated from 

fragments of the music that came before, several motives emerge as distinct entities.  These include the 

gong cycle, the arpeggiated F#-Swell, the G-Pedal harmonic series horn call, and the faux liturgical 

melody that evolves over the Arc 5 G pedals. 

 The four-note gong cycle first appears in Arc 3, in eight repetitions, as a structural time-keeping 

device.  In this way it nods to the foundational bass patterns found in Russian bell ringing practice, and 

the organizational phrase structure and gongan rhythmic cycles in Balinese gamelan gong kebyar.25 

                                                                    
25 “Kebyar” means “outburst” or “the process of flowering”, and is a genre of Balinese gamelan music.  Out of the simple 
gongan rhythmic cycles, a network of richly detailed patterns, layers, and melodies evolves.  In the context of this 
document’s narrative theme of appropriation and memory, it is worth mentioning that the kebyar repertoire is built from 
the referential assimilation and transformation of structures, motives, and narratives of older gamelan traditions. (Tenzer, 
2000.) 
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The primary thematic material, as discussed above in Chapter 5.2.1, informed the choice of gong 

pitches.  The gong cycle returns with its temporal structure protracted in the closing Coda. 

 
Figure 17: Gong cycles 

 
 The F#-Swell is a motive that reoccurs four times in Arc 4, to varying degrees of embellishment 

and extension.  A reduction is notated in Figure 18.  The rising arpeggio gesture is linked to the 

glissando of the secondary thematic material.  Likewise, the major-third descent, which follows the crest 

of the phrase, recalls fragments of the fanfare.  The arpeggiated swell recurs in transformation.  For 

example, the trumpet and flute quartets that extend the first two iterations of the F#-Swell (AV mm.123-

126, 137-140) are abbreviated versions of the arpeggio, and the trumpet solo in AV mm.185-187 is a 

further compression of this abbreviation.  The climactic tutti scalar ascent just before the Coda (AV 

mm.278-280) is another extraction of this motive. 

 
Figure 18: F#-Swell arpeggio reduction 

 

The G-Pedal harmonic series horn call that is repeated three times in the Development (Arc 4) 

can be classified as a motive of its own.  However, in conjunction with the F-sharp harmonic pedal that 

precedes it, it is a chromatically inflected transformation of the tertiary thematic material combined 

with the glissando of the secondary material.  Figure 19 traces the related pitch contours. 
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Figure 19: Relationship between the G-Pedal harmonic series horn call and the tertiary thematic material 

 

I composed a faux-liturgical melody that grows across and connects the multiple iterations of 

Arc 5’s G pedal. Figure 20 provides a melodic and harmonic reduction of the activity across Pedals 2-7.  

The melodic material is more chant-like than the other motives used in the piece, and the use of 

parallel octaves, fifths, fourths, and thirds nods at practice of organum.  The chromatic adjustments and 

florid decorations point in the direction of Byzantine chant. 

 
Figure 20: Reduction of melodic overlays across Arc 5’s G pedal 
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5.3 Harmony, Texture, and Orchestration 

It is difficult for me to create a strict distinction between harmony, texture, and orchestration, 

as these three parameters of music equally influence one another when I am composing.  I have 

attempted to separate them into three sub-sections, though aspects of each bleed into the other. 

5.3.1 Harmony 

The harmonic language of Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae follows my characteristic 

approach of creating a music landscape that inhabits a juxtaposition of tonal, modal, chromatic, open, 

and quasi-spectral harmonies.  The music is rooted in a macro-structure of tonal pitch centers.  A more 

complex harmonic syntax evolves through melodic and textural superimpositions, vertical stratification 

of horizontal motivic relationships, and timbre-based orchestration techniques.  While traditional tonal 

implications permeate the score, these boundaries are mutated and blurred through common tone-

modulations, modal adjustments, glissandos, microtonal inflections, ostinatos, and non-conventional 

harmonies. 

As previously mentioned, the macro-harmonic structure is built upon a series of tonal pitch 

centers.  A complete harmonic reduction is plotted in Figure 21.  The bottom staff contains the pedal 

tones, or pitch centers; the upper staves reduce the additional harmonic pitch content and display 

prominent alterations in the harmonic syntax across the Arcs. 

The harmonization of the primary thematic material’s melody negotiates between E, A, and D 

centers, with F and G also functioning as areas of prominence.  Rather than directly harmonizing the 

melody when it is introduced, it is stratified through heterophony and orchestration.  This creates a 

tension of tonal ambiguity with equal hints of E Locrian (#6), A major Phrygian, and D harmonic minor.  

An expansion of these relationships gives rise to a macro-harmonic structure that deals with 

relationships between E, A, D, G, C (with moments of C#), and F (with moments of F#).  The circle of 

fifths is clearly at play, and the harmonic syntax often negotiates between simple tonic-dominant and 

plagal cadential implications. 
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Figure 21: Harmonic Reduction of Agnosco Veteris (continued on next page) 
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Figure 21: (continued) Harmonic Reduction of Agnosco Veteris 
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Microtonal inflections are present in Vestigia Flammae and Agnosco Veteris26 to create a union 

between harmony and timbre.  Several instances are directly notated such as the pick-up measures to 

the fanfare, the preparatory cello glissandos between the G-Pedals and F#-Swells in Arc 4, the added 

harmonic superimpositions in Arc 5’s Pedal-4 and -5 (quarter-tone-sharp B, D, G), and the quarter-tone 

chromatic scale in Arc 6.  More often the presence of mircotones is hidden in harmonic and 

orchestration choices that are driven by natural resonances.  I find this method favorable, particularly 

when writing for full orchestra, as it takes the pressure off of musicians who may not be well versed in 

microtonal performance practices.  It is no mistake that primary pitch centers map to the open strings of 

the string section.  The use of open strings takes the role of subtle, on-the-spot intonation corrections 

out of the hands of the musicians.  Rather, the instruments’ inherent resonating characteristics, when 

played with specific techniques (ex: rapid change from open to stopped horn, opening and closing the 

plunger on trumpet and trombone, metal practice mutes for the strings, or sul tasto versus molto sul 

ponticello bow placement), provide series of overtones that would typically be adjusted for by the well-

trained musician.  For example, the pieces both end (AV mm.298-300) on the low open E of the basses 

performed molto sul ponticello, which results in a rich blanket of overtones coating the ensemble.  This 

is embellished by the softly-filtered noise of the remaining strings bowing open-string dyads directly 

on the bridge.  Similarly, the scores heavily utilize natural harmonics in the strings.  When performed in 

the specifically marked positions, the resultant pitches follow the flattened upward partials of the 

harmonic series.  The same effect is used with brass choir, which has many prominent motives based on 

the harmonic series glissando.  A shimmering chorus effect colors the harmonic palette through 

orchestration when these naturally flattened resonances are doubled by instruments of fixed intonation 

(percussion, piano, harp, etc.).  

The prominence of the glissando is not only a motivic choice, but also one that affects the 

harmonic syntax.  As noted above, glissandos across the harmonic series present a swath of overtones.  

Two examples include the G-harmonic-series horn call in Arc 4, and the crescents of trombone and 

                                                                    
26 A fewer number of microtones are used in Agnosco Veteris.  This was a practical decision to save rehearsal time. 
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lower-string glissandos in the pick-up to Arc 6 (AV m.211). Secondly, when natural resonances are 

unable to provide microtonal inflection, I blur the harmonic language with glissandos.  This is 

especially effective in the orchestral context of multiple string players per part.  Each player will ascend 

or descend at a different rate, creating not only a sweep of frequencies, but also a phasing effect in any 

given gesture.  Additionally, the glissando provides an organic means of cross-fading and morphing 

between harmonic areas that would otherwise be unrelated.  Many pivotal harmonic arrivals are 

preceded by an orchestrational gesture derived from popular music’s “drop” (an attribute commonly 

found in electronic music sub-genres, dubstep, hip hop, and metalcore to mark building climaxes by 

emphasizing shifts in rhythm, meter, and base line).  My adaptation is structured around a gesture in 

the basses that begin with an accented “fp” transient followed by a quick, simultaneous crescendo, 

glissando, and timbre sweep that arrives at the new harmonic area with an even more forceful attack.  

The effect can be magnified with instrumental doublings.  Several examples are depicted in Figure 22. 

 
Figure 22: Examples of bass “drops” in Agnosco Veteris 
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The glissando is extended beyond the territory of instruments capable of producing 

continuous frequency sweeps (strings, brass, woodwind bends), to those with discrete pitches through 

rapid scalar or arpeggiated passages and extended techniques such as brass rips, flutter-tongue 

articulations, air sounds, trills encased in morphing timbre envelopes, strumming inside the piano, 

and keyboard glissandos performed by the mallet percussion or piano.  An example of these 

techniques in combination is visible in the oscillation-wave motive and blurred harmonic transition 

between the first and second statements of the fanfares in Arc 2 (AV mm.58-60); see Figure 23. 

 
Figure 23: Extended “glissando”-derived orchestration techniques used for harmonic blurring and transition 

(reduction of AV mm.58-60) 
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The selection of percussion plays a noticeable role in the harmonic identity of the pieces.  The 

battery consists of mostly metallic percussion (triangle, crotales, glockenspiel, vibraphone with motor, 

tubular bells, suspended cymbals, tam-tam, and pitched gongs), chosen as such for their extended 

resonance capabilities (orchestrated reverb) and variable enharmonic overtones.  The five pitched 

gongs are particularly salient when considering harmonic structure as they dictate the fundamental 

pedal tones of the Development and Coda.  They serve as the bridge into a sound-world informed by 

the spectral process of analysis-resynthesis.   

The pitch content and temporal rate of Arc 4’s F#-Swell is directly derived from a time-stretched 

and processed recording I made of an F# and C# gong played in succession.  Using IRCAM’s 

AudioSculpt software, I analyzed the ADSR (Attack Decay Sustain Release) envelopes and prominent 

partials.  I approximated the collected data in a loose method of transcription and orchestration that 

generated the F#-Swell motive and its multiple variations.  This is the only instance of direct analysis-

resynthesis in the pieces, but this particular technique influenced me to retain a quasi-spectral-inspired 

harmonic language in other sections, which is particularly audible throughout the Development.  A 

blatant example exists in the relationship between harmony and orchestration in the Arc 3 Gong Cycle 

(AV mm.98-115).  The four pitched gongs (D-A-Ab-G) serve as pedal tones that create a temporal and 

harmonic framework for this section.  They are doubled with octave transpositions in the vibraphone, an 

effort to extend the pallet of enharmonic overtones.  This is further enhanced by transient doublings in 

the harp and piano, presented in conventional ordinario practice, natural harmonics, and inside the 

piano techniques.  These effects are also mapped onto the “fp” natural harmonics in the strings.  

Melodic fragments emerge out of wide register pitch-class doublings in the winds, brass and strings.  

These instruments blur the gong cycle’s harmonic progression by orchestrated spectral-freezing, 

orchestrated artificial reverb tails, and glissando bends.  As the texture builds the bass instruments 

weave additional pedal tones into the harmonic framework. 
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5.3.2 Texture 

There are several different musical textures found throughout Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia 

Flammae.  These include: monophonic, homophonic, polyphonic, heterophonic, homorhythmic, 

ostinato, polyrhythmic, micropolyphonic/spectral, and pointillistic textures.  These texture types are 

woven together to create additive and compound textures that serve as motivic sonic profiles.  These 

textural motives function as markers for structural sections and rhythmic profiles that help to weave 

unity across the episodic form. 

At any given point in the pieces, there is a minimum of two simultaneous textural threads.  I 

use these multiple textural streams to create a general sense of stratified heterophonic polyphony that 

unifies harmony and orchestration.  With this method, I generate an arborescence of musical material 

out of very simple musical ideas.  This connectivity creates a method of zooming in and out of wide 

harmonic and textural landscapes to smaller, more intimate ones.  Examples of this heterophonic 

extraction have already been described in the manipulation of the primary thematic material at the 

beginning of the piece, and in its alternative return at the end of the Coda.   

The prominence of the ostinato creates a textural and orchestrational profile that bridges 

rhythmic development, harmonic function, melody, and heterophonic stratification.  A catalog of 

ostinatos is provided in Figure 24.  I often use an ostinato as the basis from which I can gradually 

extract a stream of increasingly complex layers.  A clear example is experienced in Arc 8 (AV mm.244-

270).  The bass performs a rhythmically punctuated ostinato bassline that spins off into the rising scalar 

passages exchanged across the orchestra, and also transitions, in descent, to the harmonic 

underpinning of the section.  The piano fades in with a different ostinato, three octaves higher, that 

obscures the metrical feel and the tonal pitch content.  After these streams merge together in two quick 

consecutive harmonic climaxes, the piano ostinato remains, but initially as a subordinate 

accompaniment to the melodic woodwind phrases.  As Phrase b’ continues, the moto perpetuo ostinato 

contracts.  The strings, crotales, glockenspiel, and vibraphone pull notes from the ostinato.  In this way 
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they stratify the ostinato into a secondary, slower textural unit with a co-dependent rhythmic profile that 

simultaneously functions as a melodic phrase and harmonic cycle.  

 
Figure 24: Ostinatos in Agnosco Veteris 

 

The sectional nature of the pieces is often punctuated by soundmarks.27  In Agnosco Veteris 

and Vestigia Flammae these soundmarks are characterized by bursts of energy, crescendos, glissandos, 

and tutti orchestral accumulation that coalesce into impactful arrivals with a new tonal pitch center (ex: 

AV mm.36-38, 90-95, 235-237, 277-282).  I have frequently used this type of soundmark to shift into 

new musical sections without creating separate movements.  However, I have noticed that these are 

often heavy and cause a feeling of plodding and stagnation in my music.  I have begun to extend my 

                                                                    
27 The term “soundmark” is coined my Murray Schafer and is used to denote recognizable sonic landmarks that have unique 
characteristics which provide contextual information to the listener.  
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textural streams across these soundmarks as a way to blur and ease these transitions.  One such 

example is found in the textural morphing that bridges the climax of Arc 2 with the closing tertiary 

thematic material.  The cellos and basses emerge with their own independent line out of the tutti 

punches in AV mm.75-76.  This is dovetailed by the staggered tertiary material in the violas, horn, and 

flute, which is initiated through a brief arpeggio in the resonant vibraphone, harp, and piano.  

Underpinning this is a third textural element, the temple block, that sonically morphs into the repeated 

sixteenth-note A motive of the metal-practice-muted strings. 

5.3.3 Orchestration 

Descriptions of orchestration choices have been thoroughly described throughout the other 

sections of this document.  Thus, this section will focus not on a catalog of orchestrational decisions, but 

on the resultant differences between sinfonietta and orchestral writing.  The core musical materials 

remain intact between Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae, yet the performance recordings of these 

partnered pieces highlight the fact that the works inhabit radically different sound worlds.   

There are several factors that make Agnosco Veteris an overall stronger piece than Vestigia 

Flammae.  The addition of the Introduction leads to a more balanced form, and foreshadows the 

motives and sound worlds that will emerge over the course of the piece.  The opportunity to take a new 

stab at the musical material permitted me to improve and embellish upon harmonic trajectories that 

ultimately solved some of the stagnation issues present in Vestigia Flammae.  The fuller color pallet of 

the full orchestra and the greater number of individual instruments granted me the opportunity to 

expand registral sonorities, create timbral chimera, and insert additional contrapuntal lines and 

textural threads.  However, it is in the aesthetics of the final sonic landscape that I find Vestigia 

Flammae to be a much more nuanced and mature piece.  I hypothesize that if I were to revise Vestigia 

Flammae with the musical alterations I employed in Agnosco Veteris,28 the result would be a superior 

                                                                    
28 In order to implement this vision properly, I would need to add several instruments to the original fifteen-player roster: 
one additional flute, one additional horn, tuba, one additional percussionist, harp, and a second bass.  
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work.  This inkling is situated within my thoughts on the differences between twenty-first century 

orchestral and chamber music writing. 

The contemporary orchestra is overwhelmingly inhabited by musicians who have become 

experts on the performance techniques and practices of the past.  The ensemble has evolved over 

centuries of experimentation into the massive symphonic body that resonates most effectively with the 

repertoire culminating in the late-Romantic tradition.  I find extraordinary examples of masterful 

orchestration in the music of Berlioz, Debussy, Mahler, Ravel, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Strauss.  This is not 

to say that there aren’t any groundbreaking uses of the orchestra in the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries.  But some combination of the inherent sonic proclivities of the orchestra, composer choices, 

public apathy, rehearsal time, programming, musician training, and departures from conventional 

tonal tropes leaves the orchestra falling flat when confronted with the musical languages of 

contemporary composers across a wide swath of aesthetic styles.  It seems that composers have been 

aware of this for quite some time.  The previous century saw many attempts to physically alter the 

orchestra to allow for new sonic capabilities.  Methods included the massive expansion of the 

percussion battery, the integration of more auxiliary instruments, the removal of entire instrumental 

choirs, the integration of multimedia, and the use of a wider pallet of extended techniques.  Despite 

these attempts, the orchestra has not really changed in favor of contemporary composers.  When I bring 

up orchestral composition with my composer colleagues who have worked extensively with the 

orchestra, the conversations inevitably lead to some form of apathy that revolve around artistic or 

stylistic compromise. 

Contemporary concert composers gain much of their practical experience in chamber music 

composition and instrumentation.  In the chamber genre every musician inhabits the role of soloist, 

with their individual attacks, colors, nuances, and expressions exposed and embraced.  In comparison, 

the orchestra diffuses individuality, particular in the string sections, in favor of chorused, homogenized 

blends of multiple players per section.  The tension and energy of the players gets lost even though the 

sound mass has grown.  I suspect that this very factor that makes the orchestra so grand and unique 
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leads to a dissatisfaction when mapped to the ideas of contemporary composers and a syntax that 

departs from the vertical spectra of tonal harmony.  Thus, it is no accident that the chamber 

orchestra/sinfonietta, a economized large ensemble with single musicians per part, has become a 

popular vessel for contemporary composers.   This miniature orchestra mixes a wide instrumental 

timbre palette with the detailed intimacy and precision afforded by soloistsic performance.  A powerful 

source of comparison between the orchestra and sinfonietta is evident in the multiple versions of Aaron 

Copland’s Appalachian Spring.  I choose this example specifically for its more conservative harmonic 

approach that is rooted in tonality and open harmonies, and the fact that it does not rely on extended 

techniques that would be difficult to convey convincingly to most orchestral players.  While both 

orchestrations are beloved masterpieces of the repertoire, the original thirteen-player ballet version 

(1944, 1972 – sinfonietta suite) renders an experience of fresh vigor and even moments of edginess 

that get dampened in the subsequent orchestral versions (1954 – complete orchestra, 1945 – 

orchestral suite).  When passed through the orchestral filter, the folksy melodies move too far from their 

appropriated origins to a romantically-performed saccharine world that traces the vein from Strauss to 

overly emotive, functional film music.  The musical material is essentially the same, but the final results 

are drastically different. 

When I work within the orchestral idiom I am stuck negotiating between my artistic project and 

musical language, the inevitable compromises that must be made to accommodate the unfortunately 

limited orchestral rehearsal schedule, and my performer-based desire to follow and feed into the 

historical lineage of repertoire that makes the orchestra speak.  The effects of this are certainly evident 

in the four orchestral pieces I have written, which characterize the more conservative end of my musical 

output. 

My conceptual artistic project, time, and the fifteen musicians of the Nouvel Ensemble 

Moderne were the only factors that influenced my composition choices in Vestigia Flammae.  With 

more than ten hours of promised rehearsal time and a group of dedicated new music performers, I 

knew that very little had to be compromised.  The surprising result was a piece that was significantly 
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more melodic and emotive than my recent work.  This balanced well with my orchestration choices and 

with the subtle nuances that are audible via the crispness and clarity of individual soloists.  However, 

when transferred to the full orchestral Agnosco Veteris version, the emotive melodies that I chose to 

map to (what I thought was a more appropriate) Mahler and Strauss inspired lineage err on the 

threshold of being too “Hollywood” for my aesthetic preferences.  These tendencies are albeit kept in 

check by more experimental orchestration throughout the work. 

In adapting Vestigia Flammae for the full orchestra I did engage in the practice of compromise.  

This included a reduction in microtonality, a simplification of rhythms that I deemed too difficult to 

execute with multiple players per part, a more conservative approach to instrumental register, fewer 

extended techniques in the strings, and a distribution of more challenging solo phrases across multiple 

players and orchestral choirs. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusions & Future Directions 
 Together Agnosco Veteris and Vestigia Flammae mark a significant point of transition in my 

artistic and musical development.  This project served as the culmination of my five-year instrumental 

writing task that I began upon arriving at Columbia.  The composition of these works and the 

subsequent analysis that this written document inspired has given me a clearer perspective on my 

artistic proclivities and lineage.  Through the trajectory of musical projects that have led up to their 

composition, I have explored a union between my desire to integrate preexisting source material with a 

personal musical language that merges poetic concept and motivic development with harmony, 

texture, orchestration, and form.  I have managed to forge a method that maps my electronic 

composition sensibilities to an acoustic one that views orchestration as a method of studio production.  

It is with a great sense of liberation and empowerment that I am excited to move onto a newer set of 

projects and to reintegrate digital media into my work. 

As I had mentioned in the Acknowledgments and Dedication, music composition can be a very 

solitary and isolating métier.  I find the greatest moments of joy to be in the collaborative processes that 

turn the final dissemination of a work into an act of community and interaction between the 

interpreters, the audience, and myself.  My desire to engage in found source material, quotation, and 

reorchestration is a direct extension of this need to communicate.  It offers me the opportunity to 

actively dialogue and collaborate with repertoire and interpretation, even when I am alone in my 

studio.  The next step is to find more direct ways to dialogue outside of the music community, a process 

that I have begun to explore while living in the interdisciplinary environment of the American Academy 

in Rome.   

With a newly inspired growing thirst for artistic collaboration across the humanities and 

sciences, my work is moving towards fully integrated multimedia and interdisciplinary projects.  While 

in Rome, I worked with the New Chamber Ballet’s choreographer and artistic director Miro Magloire on 

a site-specific piece, Temenos, that explored the intersection of movement, architecture, and sound at 

the Tempietto Del Bramante.  Over the course of a two-week residency with the dancers, we 
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simultaneously created the music and choreography for a fifteen-minute piece for solo violin, 

quadraphonic live electronics, and two dancers, which we performed in March 2016.  We are now in 

the process of creating an alternative version of the piece that utilizes virtual reality and motion capture 

within an interactive installation.  Another multidisciplinary project is my new work commissioned by 

the Jerome Foundation and ACO’s Francis Thorne Fund, Out of whose womb came the ice, which will be 

premiered during the 2016-17 season.  It is the result of several years of research into the celebrated 

and ill-fated Ernest Shackleton Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition (1914-17).  The piece is scored for 

baritone voice, orchestra, live electronics, and generative video; it features text that I co-wrote with 

baritone David Tinervia harvested from journal entries of the crew, manipulated glacier recordings from 

the Alfred Wegener Institute / PALAOA Oceans Acoustic Lab, and visualizations generated from the 

archived photographs of the expedition.   

My largest project to date is Making Tellus: Sketches of a Cosmogram for the Anthropocene – 

an evening-length, multimedia opera incorporating voice, music, sound sculpture, generative video, 

choreography, and fashion that addresses the topic of the Anthropocene.  This part-performance, part-

installation, with music commissioned by the Koussevitzky Music Foundation, narrates a sonic and 

visual timeline of the human role in changing the geology of Earth.  The exciting team of innovative 

artists (vocal bassist and social activist Andrew Munn, producer Sugar Vendil, The Nouveau Classical 

Project, new media artist R. Luke DuBois, Ecco Domani Fashion Foundation winner Titania Inglis, and 

Miro Magloire) will present this exciting project during the 2017-18 season. 
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