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A brief outline of the piece for reference. I will be referring to different sections of the
opera by the names 1A, 1B, etc:

Act I
1A- Chorus
1B- Chamber Ensemble

Act II
2A- Spoken Text
2B- Solo Harp

Act III
3A- Chorus
3B- Chamber Ensemble & Vocal Soloist



I began my work on 1966 by conducting interviews with three sisters who lived through
the cultural revolution in China. I asked each interviewee to tell me about a distinct
memory they had: a story, or a particular time. Each of them had a different perspective
on the same historical event, which I wanted to highlight. Their ages in 1966 at the
onset of the revolution were 8, 13, and 17. On top of this difference in memory, they
have also led very different lives in the intervening years, and that comes across in how
their memories have enshrined the same topics. It was my goal in the writing of this
piece to honor not only their narratives but also their lives. Each interview turned into
one movement of the opera, going in chronological order from youngest to oldest sister.

Starting from this informal prompt, I recorded our conversations and tried to
interject only when a response was required to continue the conversation- none of my
words during the interview process became a part of the libretto. For a number of
practical reasons, the interviews were conducted in English for acts I and II and with
help from a translator from Mandarin to English for Act III. The imagery-dense speaking
style and translated terms such as “The Go Up To The Mountains And Down To The
Countryside Movement” indicate a Mandarin linguistic background, to my ear, though I
am not sure that this comes across entirely in the libretto.

Approaching setting the text to music as a research process was crucial in taking
on a piece of this size for me. The indecision that comes with filling a blank canvas can
take up more time than the composing of a piece itself. By having an interview-based
framework I was able to keep a blueprint of the larger structure in my sights throughout
the process.

From these recorded interviews, I transcribed the conversations and began
analyzing them to look for patterns that could become sources of musical structure. I
also begin each movement with an inscription, a quote for the players to meditate on as
they sing or play. Act one begins with a quote from Tang Dynasty Poet Zhang Jie:

I chose this quote from over a thousand years ago to illustrate the timelessness of
censorship and the dissent that follows, especially in China. During the Cultural
Revolution, works by poets of the past such as Zhang Jie were banned, as my first
interviewee mentions in Act I’s libretto. Withholding the context of a people from
themselves by divorcing them from their own heritage is a tactic often employed by
those seeking to subjugate a people. As recently as last year this same poem was



posted by a Chinese tech executive on Twitter, after which his company lost millions of
dollars under the scrutiny of the Chinese Communist Party. There is a long tradition in
Chinese culture of criticizing the present conflict by criticizing the past. Veiled
observations are often the safest ones to make.

In Act One my interviewee repeated the numbers 3,4, and 5 as a pattern in her speech.
I then wrote a motif around this line (“five days or four days or three days”) which serves
as a response to the opening line (“today it is in my hand”).

(Act 1 m.1)

In many ways, the two cells of this opening figure serve as content for the rest of
the movement. The rhythms that were written to fit these lyrics are source material for
later patterns melodically and rhythmically. In measures 37 and 86 (below) a variation of
the same “5 days or 4 days or 3 days” motif is used with new text.

m.37 m. 86

The framework of setting text to melody and musical rhythm felt quite natural once the
cadence of the text was prioritized. I let where the lyrics fit these motives dictate the
order of the text fragments, and shape the story. This “into the factory” line in 1A for



example, is repeated several times and becomes a pivot point structurally, not because
I organized the material to highlight this line, but because treating it as such was what
the text and the music both were asking for.

In measure 86 the 5-4-3 motif is recognizable but changed to reflect the passing
of time and a shift in sentiment. While the opening motif’s triplets are characterized by
consonant intervals moving confidently downwards, sung quite high as if by a child,
m. 86’s triplets outline minor thirds and the contour is indecisive. The alto section also
comes in an octave lower, doubling the motif in a more mature register to show the
passing of time for the narrator. Approaching the text as a builder on the ground instead
of an architect from above enabled me to treat the interview text with more care, which I
felt was important in the effectiveness of the work.

I think writing this piece has impacted my practice in pushing me to be more
attentive to the needs of the material being worked and less boxed into playing god. By
the time I was writing the final Aria (3B) in March, my composition process had changed
quite a bit from where I started the piece. I had a libretto-based blueprint and set out to
build bridges between ideas from earlier sections of the opera. By contrast I think 1A
shows more struggle against the current and does not flow as naturally as the music
that was written by the end.

Harmonically, the choices made in 1A set the stage tonally for the remainder of
the opera. We start in A Mixolydian, with some divergences into B minor. The coda
settles into an F# minor feel, before leaving us moored in something closer to B natural
minor on the final chord. I consider the work primarily tonal, but not bound by a unified
harmonic approach. 1B is significantly more atonal than 3B for example. Each
movement should be heard as one puzzle piece of a shared narrative. The tonality of
each movement informs the others, but harmonic choices were not central to the
contour of the composition in the planning stages. Rather, harmonic juxtapositions are
an extension of the content of the piece.

I think this is clear in the contrast between the choral and chamber portions of the
opera. One of my goals in incorporating vocal music with chamber music was binding
the two to imbue each with the other’s strengths. Vocal music is by nature emotionally
evocative and communicates clearly, whereas instrumental music is on the whole more
opaque. Instrumental music, by comparison, gives the listener the room to explore
depths of thought and sensation guided by their own internal map. As the subject of this
work is authoritarianism and censorship; I found it important to present the content of
my interviews with some space for listeners to digest and consider the content with their
own guidance. Therefore, the first two movements are split in half, with a vocal and an
instrumental section. The final movement combines the two, but the text in 3B is an
echo of what has already been said in 3A by the choir. In this way, I wished to draw the
attention of the listener to these final thoughts without the busyness of the choir’s vocal
texture distracting from the melodic line.



The first of these chamber sections, 1B, is set for wind quintet and strings. It is a
juxtaposition from 1A in tone. Conceptually, I wanted it to represent the struggle of
temporal movement anchored by a dull and constant dread. The violins grind against
each other as one plays a B3, while the other oscillates up and down a semitone to B
semi-flat and B semi-sharp. It should also be noted that the choral 1A ends on a
startlingly loud B4 recently released from its harmonic obligation as the subdominant of
F# minor into a more ambiguous role. The text of 1A’s ending is “you feel closed in, you
feel so closed in. Everything was completely cut off.” Entering the next section, I wanted
listeners to experience the sensation of not knowing what, if anything, lies before you.

The chamber ensemble picks up the baton an octave higher, as I thought any
discrepancies in pitch by the end of the choral section, which are natural in the voice,
would be more easily forgotten if the ensemble did not come in on exactly the same
note. Additionally, as B3 is a central anchor point that almost every instrument at some
point plays, it was a practical decision to ensure many different instruments could play
it. 1B enters from a mist of slow drones, gradually taking form. The melodic material
builds and motives are introduced, before the continuous B drone halts the momentum.
The momentum builds again twice, each time being dragged back to a place of disarray,
introducing quotations from 1A, such as m.51- m.54, in which I recall the “today it is in
my hand” rhythm in 1A m.1, as well as a recurring vocal “waterfall” texture of
overlapping repetition.



1B is intended to be heard as many false starts. Voices are raised and then retracted
as if tethered by an elastic cord to the central drone. I was excited to write a section of
the opera that was more abstract; I intended it as a reflection in the water of 1A. Any
tonality dissipates when you try to grasp it, but the suggestion of order is still audible. I
was also quite pleased to have the opportunity to employ extended techniques within
the wind instruments. The strings gliss and have varied techniques throughout the
piece, but aeolian technique in the flute and clarinet come to the forefront in this section.
In lieu of any nontonal percussive instruments, I used breath-to-pitch crescendi in
quieter moments. I conceived of this as the breath tone instruments going between
having a shared context with the rest of the ensemble (pitch) and being adrift in a
different category (aeolian). In the future, I might mic the aeolian players or spread the
part out to more wind players to amplify the effect.

The second movement posed a practical hurdle from the onset. After broaching the
subject a number of times, my intended interviewee decided not to speak about the
Cultural Revolution on tape due to a difference of opinions on the purpose of the piece
and, as someone who knows her well, because it is too personally difficult for her to
discuss. Her stance on this made me all the more grateful to my two other interview
subjects who obliged me in dredging up difficult personal memories. I put off writing the
second movement for months and worked around it until I couldn’t anymore. My subject
suggested I speak to someone else, but I thought that I would prefer to honor her
perspective and share it. Glossing over an opinion that doesn’t serve the vision seemed
at odds with the mission of sharing unheard voices about a historical event.  I think in
working on someone else’s pain as art, it’s important not to lose sight of their sacrifice.
The reminder, however difficult, was important.

Act II’s subtitle inscription is a quote from Marcus Aurelius, a stoic philosopher. My
second interviewee is a fan of the stoics, and frequently extolls the virtues of the
ancients from every culture. I thought this quote would be fitting as act II’s solo harpist is
trying to impart the sensation of internal struggle; an unsettledness that does not leave
the body.

The chorus, for 2A, was silent, to reflect my interviewee’s decision not to speak
about the past. Over their silence, I recorded myself speaking a few of the lines that my



interviewee said to me during our conversation about her apprehensions about the
piece. I didn’t think that setting them to music would be appropriate. Instead, I gave her
voice to the harp. As the chorus turns to face a wall in silence in 2A, the harpist begins
to play. The harp solo, 2B, is in the harp’s natural tuning of C♭to maximize the
resonance of the instrument. Harmonically, the piece is centered on B♭, continuing the
line of a single tone stringing each section together. With consideration of the harp the
continuous B of Act I is instead a B♭. I also think this is fitting thematically, as the
second act is slightly out of phase in general with the other two interviews.

2B was written freely without planning- and contains more of my direct
perspective than the other sections. Writing it was a way to respond to my second
interviewee declining her participation. Instead of leaving her mute and isolated within
the Opera, I tried to write something akin to lyrical dance. The second act is an example
of instrumental music lending some of its strengths to vocal music, or in this case
spoken word. With a complete divide between music and text, the mind is compelled to
imagine their connections. I think there is a concrete linear way of understanding
subjects, and there is a diffuse/explorative way of understanding the same things. When
it comes to imagining the experiences of others, I tend to think this second diffuse
method leads to a more realistic image, however uncomfortably unknown that might
feel. The meter reflects this by fluidly moving between 7/8 and 6/8. This section’s
harmonic figures gesture upwards and the central melody enters embedded in the
established harmony and metric structure in m. 53 (below) which also adds to this
effect.

A theme throughout my interviewee’s testimonies was the uncertainty that came with
the rapid changes of the Cultural Revolution during their childhoods. How can a listener
understand something with assuredness when there is no assured path through the
experience? A part of telling the story is communicating this feeling of precarity and
mystery.  For the rest of the piece, I consider the harp to be a manifestation of my silent
interviewee’s voice. When it returns in 3B it does so as a second soloist voice, paired
with the vocalist.



Act III begins with an inscription from Tang Dynasty Poet Li He:

I chose this quote because of its focus on distant lands, being in motion, and time. My
third interviewee’s story centered around two train journeys into the unknown colored by
the perspective that the intervening 50 years have left her with. This inscription is also a
comment on the journey of the opera coming to a close.

My Act III interviewee has spent her life in China, and I was struck when reading
the transcription post-interview at how many contradictions were in her speech. In my
preliminary preparation of the text, I experimented with organizing it by positive versus
negative association, of the same events. I eventually used this to order the narrative of
3A. Below is an excerpt from those notes, green is positive associations, pink is
negative:

While I did not end up using this particular passage, I applied this organizational
scheme to the chorus’s verses, which depict a state-funded train journey that my
interviewee took when she was 17. In our interview, she described five stops along the
way. After this, while on the subject of train travel she describes a different journey in
which she and her mother were sent from Beijing to the Mongolian countryside to be
“re-educated” at a labor camp for eight years. This train journey, obviously, is
remembered less fondly.

In the libretto of 3A, I separated these descriptions into three verses. The first
verse has generally positive connotations, the second verse becomes more critical, and



the third verse is critical and blends in text from that second darker trip to Mongolia. As
3A progresses, the voices carrying these verses become increasingly abstract: words
are split into different voices to create a stereo effect and their rhythms do not follow the
normal flow of speech. Instead, they create arpeggios where only fragments of words,
some repeated from the first verse, are discernible. This chaos and uncertainty are
meant to reflect the sensation of the narrator during her travels. Harmonically, the
movement is unified by the same family of pitches that we hear in the first choral
movement, 1A. However, the tonal center is E, and much of the piece feels as if it is in E
Dorian. B still plays a central role in the organization of the piece: the soloist enters on a
reiteration of the chorus’s opening line on B3 (below)

m.1

m.84



The final section, 3B, is closely linked to 3A. The ensemble and singers merge for the
first time on a B3 as the chamber players enter.  In Act I, I avoided the potential
dissonance of singers and fixed-pitch instruments being asynchronous but this was
unavoidable in Act III due to the overlap. The soloist from 3A then steps out onto the
stage, the first and only vocalist who appears in person. I conceived of 3B as an Aria,
because I wanted to write an Aria in this program. I was also excited to combine voice
with chamber ensemble. Harmonically this movement is the most diatonic portion of the
piece, existing in a version of a harmonic minor scale. The meter is stable and the pulse
recognizable; there is finally more familiarity. I think of this section as having three parts:
a confident opening statement(m.1-90), a quietly climactic soliloquy (m.91-114),
culminating in a ghostly and defeated recapitulation of the first idea (m.114-149). Upon
reaching the end of the piece we are released from the tension, but not into the arms of
safety.

The organizational schema of 1966 is a multilevel battle between chaos and stability.
The contour of 1A, begins in lighthearted heterophonic chaos, before reaching solemn
order around m.32. Order is maintained for only a short time before starting to descend
back into a chaotic texture until m.82. At this point, the chaos ebbs away to provide the
order of a single voice. Following this, the coda (m.99-132)  of 1A begins in an orderly
way before descending into a chaotic din. 1B follows the same path of being pushed
and pulled from frenzy to a single static B repeatedly.

The second act has an indecisive air and is, in a different way, pushed and pulled
metrically between the regimented order of 6/8 and indeterminate 7/8.

In 3A, verse one (m. 1-83) is quite orderly: the voices march rhythmically in 5/8,
with some cascading waterfall textures of staggered repetition. Verse two (m.83-161)
grows more cacophonous as the male choral voices move in 5/8, while the soloist
enters with a line written in 6/8 and transcribed into the 5/8 score. This friction is
heightened in verse three (m.162-251) as the female voices come in and the tempo
accelerates. The chorus is slowly pulled through the verse towards the soloist’s 6/8
meter until we reach a real meter change eleven bars before the end of the section in
m.240. 3B, the finale, is my attempt at reconciling some of this tension. The struggle of
unstable pulses and heterophony within the rest of the opera is replaced with a clearer
reiteration of 3A’s solo line. This time, the chamber ensemble moves as one to support
the soloist and the harp line. It is, for me, the feeling of stepping outside the morning
after a big storm and seeing the fallen branches and debris.

When looking at 1966’s form up close I see clearly the tension between chaos
and order, say within the 1A coda. When looking at the piece’s form in totality I hope
that listeners also get that sense. Each act is inevitably pulled back to the same note, B,



and the final act does not conclude on any particular message. There is a release of
tension, yes, but no emotional resolution as the soloist’s final line, quite low in her
register, admits out loud “we didn’t know, we didn’t know, we didn’t know”. After limited
cadential fanfare, the ensemble fades up and away dreamily leaving the listener
grappling with a sense of ambiguity. The larger contour of this piece was not clear to me
until I wrote it. I had an idea that chaos and silence would be important tools, but
initially, I did not see them as the overarching plot. I think that a piece with this many
moving parts needs a point of unity, and I’m glad that one emerged.

Many influences went into this work. I am often inspired by Shostakovich and his
oblique form of political engagement. I admire the tenacity of his commitment to writing
music worth listening to in hostile circumstances. I also enjoy his sense of humor. The
sarcasm in 1B was influenced by Shostakovich’s later symphonies, such as the 7th.

Harmonically I draw from Debussy and Ravel: expansive intervals and the use of
modes, as well as insight into writing for the harp. Ravel’s intuitive and delicate
orchestration was an inspiration for the final aria, 3B. Listening to Phillip Glass,
especially Akhenaten, bridges the gap between impressionist harmonies and modern
tonal ideas, as well as rhythmic ideas. I found his use of repetitive vocal textures helpful
in devising my own for the chorus. I also listened to his piano works while thinking about
meter, upon suggestion from my private tutor Pall. I am very appreciative of Saariaho’s
orchestration in the way of extended techniques. While 1966 does not use sounds far
outside the realm of normal, it is certainly enriched by a consciousness of tone: shifts
from sul ponticello to sul tasto, aeolian techniques, and a wealth of glissandi that are
due to both Saariaho and Pall Ragnar’s influence. Overall, transitioning my background
in music production to orchestration became much easier when I realized it was just a
matter of translation, not a new field.

Prior to entering this program, I had an idea that I wanted to write music like Julia
Wolfe. I am inspired by her commitment to accessibility and forays into multimedia
performances, specifically her opera Fire In My Mouth which sources its libretto from
survivors of the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire during the factory reform movement. Now at the
end of two years, I see that my approach will always be more personal and less
theatrical, but I believe we remain guided by the same ethos.

The two works in my MMus Portfolio most closely linked to this piece are “Waking”, my
chamber ensemble piece from last spring, and “Small Feathers Of The Bird” , my piano
and voice piece from the Vocalist/Composer workshop class last semester.

“Waking” was a step for me into feeling confident in my orchestration. Prior to this
program I spent little time writing for orchestral instruments in an informed way, even in
my undergraduate program. What was once daunting is exciting, and I feel much more



able to express my orchestration ideas effectively at the end of this degree than I did
upon entering.

The other piece that I think is particularly relevant is “Small Feathers Of The Bird”
which was written in collaboration with Bergþóra Ægisdóttir. In an interview, I asked her
about a memory. She told me about her grandparents home on a remote island, with
many rich details. I used this to create a libretto, which was good practice for both
working with a vocalist and turning an interview into music with a much shorter
turnaround time than this project. Most importantly, I got to work with Bergþóra, which
led to her singing in 1966 as my main soloist. I felt confident writing for her voice, having
experiences with it as an instrument.

The performance of 1966 was experimental in its use of recording and live performance.
Again, focusing on my background in production and utilizing the fact that I live with an
audio engineer I wanted to use pop methods within the realm of contemporary classical
music. In the 21st century, I firmly believe that a composition should factor in acoustics
and recording methods not as an afterthought but as a serious facet of the process. In
the same way that ignoring register or tonality in a composition is only acceptable as a
conscious choice, I also believe ignoring the technological facets of a composition is
only acceptable as a conscious choice. If there are tools that can make music better,
isn’t it critical to incorporate them? Prior to this program, I thought that my concerns
about this came from a place of ignorance- of course, there were composers and
practices centered around this somewhere, right? However, as I have been exposed to
more and more wonderful and important music, I still see this as a hole in the traditional
approach to composition. In the same way that I “crossed over” to the classical side, I
think there are many merits in an exchange in the other direction. Again, it is a matter of
translation, not a matter of reinventing the wheel.

With that said, I wanted to experiment with methods that could overcome barriers
to nonacademics enjoying contemporary composition. Not everyone has access to a
concert hall, be it fiscally, physically, or geographically, so I thought bringing the piece to
life as a film could add an interesting component. I also wanted to experiment with
methods of audio recording with a choir. The setup we ended up using on the audio end
was four mics: one pair at the center and one pair way over on the sides of the
performers. The central pair captured the soloist and was EQed to emphasize the
higher voices of the choir. The imaging of the central mics was centered. The far-end
mics were EQed to emphasize the lower voices of the choir and panned quite a bit
wider and further back. This artificial enhancement of the stereo imaging came out quite
nicely in the live performance, I thought. I was unsure what the sound system in
Kaldalon would be like but was right to assume it would be well balanced.

The experience of the concert passed before I knew it, but upon listening to the
recording I am quite pleased with the end result. I in particular was quite taken by the



harp solo (2B) and the playing throughout of the first violin. The qualities that the first
violinist evoked elevated every single note I wrote for him, and the entire piece. I am
grateful for Caput in general, of course. They really did an excellent job. I think in the
future I might work with soloists and a chamber group, after seeing the potential in
instruments as fellow soloists.

I am also very grateful to Hljómeyki for their time and talent, though I think that
experience taught me more. I have been considering this, and I think my mistake was
imagining the chorus members as individual instruments. Instead, it might be easier to
start from a place considering the chorus one instrument, like an organ. The polyphony
and polyrhythms might be better suited to a quartet of vocal soloists, even.

After one of our final rehearsals, a choir member told me “this is the hardest
student piece we’ve ever done” at which point I asked him if that was a good thing or a
bad thing. He responded “Good. You should always write the hard thing if you can, but
we probably needed more time”, which I appreciated. All this to say, I think there is room
for the rhythmic difficulty of my music within choral writing. However, in the future, I will
try my hardest to match my ambitions to the time and resources allotted to a project.

The history of the cultural revolution is intentionally obscured. The West would
have you believe one thing and The East would have you believe another. Neither
account arrives without an agenda. Missing from these narratives are the voices of real
people, people who care not about the opinions of the world at large but about those
close to them, their futures, and their children’s futures. These values are fundamental
and shared across cultures; they are difficult to argue against- more than that, one
struggles to find a reason to want to. These perspectives are more knowable than any
monolith; misdirective rhetoric does a lot of complicated work to hide simpler truths. By
adding to the mosaic of experiences that people, not governments, express, I think we
can add to our understanding of the relationship between The East and The West. I
wrote 1966 with the explicit aim of exposing listeners to unheard voices and allowing
them to form their own opinions about those narratives. While I certainly admit to having
an opinion on the matter, which I’m happy to talk about in personal conversation, the
musical choices that I made were in service of the stories of my interviewees, they were
intended to emphasize their perspectives and not my own.


	template_MMus-commentary.pdf
	Final Reflection

