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Dedication 

To my family. 
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Epigraph 

 

 
But there is in the back of our mind, the notion, 
as a root of common sense, that everything in the world 
is made of some kind of basic stuff. 
Physicists, through centuries, have wanted to know what that was. 
Indeed, physics began as a quest 
to discover the basic stuff out of which the world is made. 
And with all our advances in physics we've never found it. 
What we have found is not stuff but form. 
We have found shapes. We have found structures. 
When you turn up the microscope and look at things 
expecting to see some sort of stuff, you find instead 
form, 
pattern, 
structure. 
You find the shape of crystals, 
beyond the shapes of crystals you find molecules, 
beyond molecules you find atoms, 
beyond atoms you find electrons and positrons 
between which there are vast spaces. 
We can't decide whether these electrons  
are waves or particles and so 
we call them wavicles.  

 
 Alan Watts 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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

WAVICLES 

by 

Brendan Dang Nguyen 

Doctor of Musical Arts in Contemporary Music Performance 

University of California, San Diego, 2016 

Professor Aleck Karis, Chair 

My dissertation Wavicles serves as a review and critique of my work 

spanning the course of seven years and centering around the four solo 

performances given during this span of time. Larger topics, such as creativity, 

concert programming, trends in contemporary music, for example, are touched 

on briefly as they become relevant to the concert under discussion, or as they 

feed into my concluding thoughts about the nature, meaning, and experience of 

live music and how that informs my past, current, and future projects. 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INTRODUCTION 

When considering the visual representation of music and its inherent 

meaninglessness, to an untrained eye, the dots that represent any given note 

don't always communicate visually its length in time, except in the instance of 

the staccato marking —perhaps the most beautiful and elegantly conceived 

marking in all of musical symbolism. The graphic notation of Cornelius Cardew 

bears greater visual resemblance to the multitudes of renditions such a practice 

engenders than a traditionally written piece of music. But in the end, music 

must meet the ear drums, and be processed in the cavernous proscenium of the 

mind. It is in this limitless space where I attempt to target my latest creative 

endeavors. 

This dissertation aims to convey the thought, theory, and effect of my 

work as a performer and creator during a span of seven years (2008—2015) 

during my graduate studies at the University of California, San Diego. The first 

four chapters are each dedicated to the four concert programs I presented 

during this time. Each chapter will begin with a title, followed by a loosely 

relevant quotation or epigraph, which is then followed by the list of works 
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presented in that particular concert, except for the final chapter which will offer 

a synthesis of the prior four chapters and delve into the title of this paper. 

After these expository sections, the next section of each chapter will 

delve into how the ideas manifested themselves, followed by a detailed exposé 

of how those ideas ended up being constructed, and then a critique of the 

concert as a whole. The critique will generally center around the creative 

aspects of the concerts and avoid the technical unless relevant. 

The final section of each chapter will summarize the ideas that drove 

each concert and distill the entire discussion down to morsels of wisdom 

garnered by the experience of creating and performing each concert. These will 

all feed into the final chapter which will delve into my ideas about the act of 

music as a whole, and how this informs how and why my past programs were 

created, and how this reflects my current ideas. 

How these ideas evolved from the humble germination of an idea to 

public performance is told with both an academic voice, as well as a deeply 

personal one. Perhaps this is a slight risk to take for an academic paper, but 

considering the subject matter it seemed impossible to discuss the topic of my 
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work with any degree of depth without also delving into what is deeply 

personal. Hopefully, the reader may make the connection between the title of 

this paper and why I decided to write it in this manner.  

Onward. 



Chapter 1: la dolce far niente 

la dolce far niente  1

… or "the sweet doing of nothing." 

Sonata in E-flat Major, Op. 27 nr. 1 by Ludwig van Beethoven 
Little Suite for Christmas, A.D. 1979 by George Crumb 
Sonatas in G Minor, C Major, D Minor by Domenico Scarlatti  
Notturno III by Salvatore Sciarrino 
Due Notturni Crudeli by Salvatore Sciarrino 

While I have my criticisms of this program, the main body of this chapter 

is going to discuss the part of it I am still rather proud of: the second half, 

which featured back-to-back performances of works by Scarlatti and Sciarrino. 

Towards the end of the chapter, I will delve into my critique of the first half. 

Borrowing from popular science fiction tropes, I wanted to explore the 

idea of time travel, and to construct a listening experience that played with our 

temporal attachments to sound, structure, and harmony. By mixing the works of 

two composers whose lives are separated by two centuries, I hoped to utilize 

 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/fast-cars-to-latin-lovers-italys-top-15-1

cultural-exports-2236961.html
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their stark contrasts to draw in and maintain the listener's attention, while 

ultimately revealing a vague notion of similitude with regard to their shared 

'Italian-ness.' Although this idea is hardly new I'd like to think that I was using 

a set of striking set of paint colors with odd brush strokes on an otherwise 

familiar canvas. 

On the shared nationality of Sciarrino and Scarlatti, the connection is 

loose, and was hardly ever meant to be rooted in a measurable way. In a manner 

of speaking, the two composers' selections were offered up as a potential taste 

pairing — mixing the sour and salty with the sweet, allowing the audience to 

take part in the concoction with only a hint that the ingredients are from the 

same region of the world. 

Where these works aligned were more ethereal than granular. Their 

differences are what's obvious, and it's the juxtaposition of the ethereal 

connection with the obviousness that I was interested in presenting. Even with 

a cursory glance, the musical material is vastly different: 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FIG 1.1: EXCERPTS OF SCARLATTI'S SONATA IN C MAJOR K. 132 AND SCIARRINO'S 
NOTTURNO NO. 4

With their contrasts being so obvious, I had to choose very carefully 

which pieces to curate and in what order to produce the desired effect.  

Since the three works by Sciarrino, had already been decided, the taxing 

part was pouring through almost the entire oeuvre of Scarlatti's over 550 

published sonatas. The first Scarlatti work is the beginning of this six-piece set. 

Posthumously nicknamed "Cat Fugue" of "La Fuga del Cato"  after an 2

 CD box set Scarlatti: The Keyboard Sonatas performed by Scott Ross, accompanying booklet; 2

see page 143
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unsubstantiated rumor about an alleged pet Scarlatti had that had a habit of 

walking across the keyboard thereby inspiring the theme, the Sonata in G 

Minor K. 30 (L. 499) opens with strange ascending series of notes that hides the 

tonal center: 

FIG 1.2: EXCERPT OF OPENING THEME FROM SCARLATTI'S SONATA IN G MINOR K. 30

Of all the Sonatas of Scarlatti, this was the most unsettling, and all the 

while maintaining a poise and grandness throughout that makes it the perfect 

prelude for the rest of the set. We will delve a little further into how this was 

constructed. Beginning with the order in which the works were presented: 
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1. D. Scarlatti Sonata in G Minor K. 30 (L. 499) (pub. 1739) 

2. S. Sciarrino Notturno no. 3 (pub. 1998) 

3. D. Scarlatti Sonata in C Major K. 132 (L. 457) (pub. ca. 1749) 

4. S. Sciarrino Due notturni crudeli no. 1 (pub. 2001)  

5. D. Scarlatti Sonata in D minor K. 141 (L. 422) (pub. ca. 1749) 

6. S.Sciarrino Due notturni crudeli no. 1 (pub. 2001) 

The following were ideas behind the alternating Scarlatti/Sciarrino 

schema shown above: 1) To introduced planned moments of novelty with 

unceremonious transitions between works; 2) Attempt to confuse the aural 

familiarity of tonal music with the unfamiliar sound world of Sciarrino; 3) To 

entertain. 

The idea to have planned moments of novelty was inspired by about how 

humans process new experiences and how these experiences are linked to the 

memory, motivation, and reward centers of our brain: 

“When we see something new, we see it has a potential for rewarding us 
in some way. This potential that lies in new things motivates us to 
explore our environment for rewards. The brain learns that the stimulus, 
once familiar, has no reward associated with it and so it loses its 
potential. For this reason, only completely new objects activate the 
midbrain area and increase our levels of dopamine.”  3
 — Dr. Emrah Düzel, UCL Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience  

 Bunzeck, Nico, and Emrah Düzel. "Absolute Coding of Stimulus Novelty in the Human 3

Substantia Nigra/VTA." Neuron 51.3 (2006): 369-79.
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Part of the aim was to disorientate the listener's expectations by 

attempting to confuse the aural familiarity of tonal music with the the sounds of 

the unfamiliar. The sound of the piano can get monotonous to the listener, 

especially when the sounds produced are pleasant. If we examine this set of 

alternating Scarlatti/Sciarrino pieces in terms of their character, these stark 

differences are apparent: 

1. D. Scarlatti Moderate, tonal,  
2. S. Sciarrino Atmospheric, slowly paced, non-tonal 
3. D. Scarlatti Slow, graceful, tonal 
4. S. Sciarrino Loud, abrasive, moderately fast, non-tonal 
5. D. Scarlatti Fast, spritely, tonal 
6. S.Sciarrino Raucous, violent, athletic, non-tonal 

The figure below illustrates how the connection between the last two 

pieces were made. The top portion is the end of the Scarlatti which is cut a few 

bars early on the c-sharp of the descending scale that also happens to be the 

first note of the Sciarrino. This was done to purposefully mislead and surprise 

the listener, who is assumed to be accustomed to expect a resolution in d minor, 

only to be blasted with the raucous violence of the Sciarrino. This is the only 

connection I made that required such a cut and wanted to include it as an 

example here, as this is an idea I use even more frequently in chapter 4. 



!10

FIG 1.3: SCARLATTI/SCIARRINO CONNECTION

Looking back at this program, I see myself as an unsure performer after a 

long hiatus. It had been several years before this program that I had given any 

kind of public performance, and my first one since severing my ties with music 

altogether in my early twenties. The inclusion of a more obscure Beethoven 

Sonata and a George Crumb piece that I wasn't even fond of seems to indicate 

to my present state of mind that I was covering my bases — making sure I still 

had it in me to play a multi movement sonata; that I could still hunch over the 

piano strings and deftly pluck out harmonics. I humbly agree with the 
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anecdotal feedback from by my peers that the successful meat of this program 

was the Scarlatti-Sciarrino mash-up. Performing works back-to-back as a set is 

an idea I will return to in the final show discussed in this paper. 

I'd like to end this chapter delving deeper into my critique of this 

particular program as a whole. My general impression is that the first half didn't 

have the boldness of the second half. One might make the argument that the 

novelty of the second half is enhanced by a more traditional approach to the 

beginning, which I'd agree with to an extent. My loose recollection of that time 

leads me to think that this was my intent. Looking back, the Beethoven and the 

Crumb do make a great pair — both works are roughly the same length of time, 

and both exhibit a wide range of characteristics. This is all well and good, but 

my tastes have since changed, and I find that my possibly sound reasons for this 

program differ from my current artistic aims. 

In the current moment, about six years after this concert, I see seeds of 

what my programming aesthetic would become years later. In the first half of 

this program I valued balance, which I then felt would balance the second half. 

In later programs, I would eschew this notion of balance in favor of creating a 
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journey. By 'balance' I am loosely referring to the subjective notion of the 

programming be structured in a pleasing way, as if offering up the musical 

equivalent of a sculpture or building from greek antiquity with pleasing 

proportions. By 'journey' I'm referring to the equally subjective notion of 

setting the listener on a ride where they end up in a different place than when 

they started. This might also be described as my transition from structuralism to 

post-structuralism. I get that music can be either, or a combination of both, 

depending on the intent of the listener as well, but as I examine later programs 

you will see how I made efforts to, sometimes literally, steer the audience into 

thinking of their listening experience more like one of a journey.  



Chapter 2: Mr. Lombardo 

Mr. Lombardo 

Reality is not always probable, or likely.  4

Étude II: Cordes à vides by György Ligeti 
Étude V: Arc-en-ciel by György Ligeti 
Étude IX: Vertige by György Ligeti 
Étude X: Der zauberlehrling by György Ligeti 
Catalogue d'Oiseaux, XIII: Le Courlis Cendré by Olivier Messiaen 
Palais de Mari by Morton Feldman 

This program was arranged in a very straightforward manner: The 

delicious morsels of ear candy offered by Ligeti, followed by a colorful blend of 

character and spice with the Messiaen, and the main course — Feldman's slow-

cooked sonic braise. In this concert, for the first time, I introduced some visual 

elements. The entire concert used only a floor lamp with a sensitive dimmer 

that I could discreetly control myself from the piano. My obsession for control 

of extramusical events in my shows is given birth in this concert. The 

 Jorge Luis Borges, discussion published in the Columbia Forum and later quoted in 4

Worldwide Laws of Life : 200 Eternal Spiritual Principles (1998) by John Templeton
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programmatic experimentation was reduced in favor of pouring that creative 

energy into the true spectacle of the evening: program notes. The impulse 

behind the program notes grew out of my disdain for the program note itself, a 

feeling I still hold to this day. But, I was confronted with a soul-crushing task: I 

had to write program notes. 

So in a fit of rage, seated in the bay windows of my abode at the time, I 

began to write in protest, just to let out a little bit of anger; release ever so 

slightly the valve that constricted my frustration at having to do something I 

knew to my very core to be inherently wrong for everyone. "Bad for the 

audience, bad for the performer, program note only serves the ghost of a 20th 

century concert going tradition," I thought… I had no donors to name, no local 

corporations whose logos had earned a spot on a page.  

I just had two rules for the program notes: 1) The audience just needs 

something with pages to somehow legitimize their experience; 2) Other than 

rule #1, there are no rules. And with that, in less than an hour I produced the 

document that can be seen in Appendix A of this dissertation. 
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At the time of this writing, reviewing what I had written still amuses me 

to some extent. I recall the desire to supplement the audience's experience not 

with with factoids or historicity of the pieces I performed, but rather to 

supplement the experience with a wholly unrelated story that may only tie in to 

the music by sheer imagination and metaphysics. I wanted to supplement the 

audience's listening experience with a fictional story instead of providing 

information about the music being performed. My thought was that if the 

audience wasn't actively listening, then I'll give them a different approach to 

experiencing the concert. I created a fantastical, non-linear story, and the music 

could be the soundtrack if that's what they chose to do. 

My discussion of the program notes in this chapter may indicate to the 

reader that my proudest achievement here had nothing to do with the music 

itself. Admittedly, the program notes were the most novel aspect of this concert, 

but the music itself was a major triumph for myself as a performing musician. 

In the last chapter, I mentioned my lack of ease in stepping back into the role of 

performer. This program featured some of the most physically and intellectually 

demanding minutes of music I had ever performed in my life. Most notable 

were the physical demands of the ninth étude by Ligeti Vertige and the 
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intellectual discipline of Feldman's Palais de mari. The Ligeti was a piece that 

piqued my interest almost ten years prior — though its difficulties left me 

stumped on the first page during my first attempt as an overly ambitious 19 year 

old. This was my 'Mt. Everest' and it kept calling me back. In a way this concert 

was a test for myself. In my younger years as a pianist, I would recall always 

beginning auditions with Ravel's Ondine from the suit "Gaspard de la nuit" as a 

show of confidence — a way of indicating to a critical panel of judges my 

dexterity and willingness to take a risk on a piece notoriously difficult to begin 

with. This was the concert where I regained this confidence as a performer of 

extreme levels of virtuosity with the Ligeti, but also to display my range and 

versatility with the Feldman. 

With the discussion of the extra-musical elements out of the way, the rest 

of the chapter will be dedicated to discussing the programming itself in more 

depth. Despite the importance of the program notes already outlined, I still 

took great care in constructing a strong program. Unlike the program discussed 

in the first chapter, I still very much identify with the pieces in this program, 

which was structured with an inverse relationship between technical difficulty 

and length: 1) technically demanding, but short works in the beginning; 2) 
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relatively less difficult, and relatively longer work in the middle; 3) technically 

easy, but long work at the end. I also wanted to create a stark contrast between 

the two halves in what might be considered an unconventional order — from a 

hyper-active first half to a meditative second half.  

Starting a concert with a set of Ligeti études was designed to be a brash 

move, signaling the confidence I had in myself, and perhaps enjoying having 

back the musicianship I had lost in earlier years. Particularly, "Vertige" had been 

vexing to me since I was 20 years old. Until then, I was sure I could conquer any 

piece, but this work stopped me in my tracks. Years later, finally overcoming 

those difficulties in this concert empowered me. The piece forced me to 

relinquish my reliance on patterns since there weren't any to hold onto. This 

required the utmost in-the-moment trust of my abilities and prior practice to 

pull off, requiring that I conjure up at will the elusive state of flow where we 

perform at our highest level. 

If the Ligeti was a showcase of dexterity, the Messiaen offered an avenue 

to display my control over subtleties of sound and color, and the Feldman was a 

show of stillness, and ability to deftly balance one's control of time with the 
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complexities of playing in the realm of the quiet. The dramatic display of 

various types of virtuosity in this program was, admittedly, a bit of chest-

thumping on my part. It was important that I had equal parts bravura and 

sophistication. The challenge of the Feldman was in keeping the stillness as 

absolutely compelling as possible to the very end. For me, the process of 

producing this effect was similar as with any other piece except you are given 

less notes to play with. I also came to the understanding that the sparsity of the 

piece is its power, not merely its challenge, and that the story of the piece is told 

in its spaces in addition to the notes we hear. 



Chapter 3: The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel 

The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel 

An other-worldly autobiographical farce of complicated proportions 

La Dauphine; L'Enharmonique; L'Egyptienne  
  by Jean-Philippe Rameau  
Sonata in B-flat Major, D. 960 by Franz Schubert 
Through glimpses of unknowing by Aaron Helgeson (world premiere) 
Lullaby 2 by Nicholas Deyoe (world premiere)  
Uranium Tamper  
  by Clint McCallum, technology by Kevin Larke (world premiere) 

Of the four programs discussed in this paper, The Seven Tragedies of Space 

Travel  is the most grand in scope. It was an experiment in activating my own 5

creative juices; an endeavor created with somewhat reckless abandon, taking on 

a everything-in-the-kitchen-sink mentality. The idea itself came hours after 

finishing the program discussed in the previous chapter of this dissertation. 

Within a matter of days, I had written the entire show from beginning to end 

and it went largely unchanged. 

 This title from here on out will be referred to as SToST for the sake of brevity.5
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What led me to do this was at the time a little unclear. One idea I have 

toyed around with is that in my training to be a pianist, the rigidity of the 

tradition and lack of creativity  had created an ever widening vacuum between 6

my creative energy and the exercising of it. Perhaps the slight elation that came 

from writing the program notes from the previous year's concert had popped 

this bubble of creativity. It certainly felt that way at the time — in a way, it was a 

creative word-vomit that I decided to run with regardless of its flaws. 

Despite this messy approach to the creation of SToST there were 

concrete ideas and concepts that worked with my ever-growing need to 

experiment with audience perception and reception of unfamiliar music. First 

of which: The use of storytelling for retention and emotional attachment.  7

Second: To continue to experiment with the role of program notes initially 

explored in the previous concert. Third: Creation of an ambitious, memorable, 

complicated show. Lastly, to wrestle with personal demons. 

 Calling the performance of established repertoire as an 'uncreative' act can stoke the ire of 6

some without some explaining. I agree there is a great deal of creativity, or use of creative 
practices to prepare any work that is known or composed by someone else. The distinction I am 
making is that the author of the works themselves engaged in a different kind of creativity not 
dealt with by those who don't themselves compose music. So in a sense, my creation of this 
show is 'more creative' than just playing a piece because of this distinction; I am not 'reciting' 
the notes of another's creation, but am rather creating something from my own well of ideas.

 http://rutraining.org/2015/02/09/use-storytelling-to-increase-your-participants-retention-ratios/7
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At the time, I felt performing new works was not enough to make new 

music work. It no longer felt adequate to merely perform new music. The 

presentation of it became just as important to me. SToST is an attempt at 

addressing this concern; I hoped to extend and pay homage to Western 

performance tradition while simultaneously deconstructing its conventions. 

Instead of trying to revive a past tradition, I strove to make a case for an 

unconventional type of art production. I tried to make sense of these issues as 

they relate directly to me as an artist. SToST was in a way meant as an 

experimental deconstruction and re-contextualization of the Western concert 

tradition that seeks to re-adapt its purpose in modern culture while 

highlighting the medium’s expressive deficiencies. 

At its core, the mission of SToST was to engage in the type of analogical 

discourse about performance and why a person of Vietnamese descent should 

engage in the profession and production of Western art music. The impulse 

came from a variety of sources, though the primary one had to do with my 

personal discomfort with racial identity. I’ve found certain aspects of my 

existence to be incredibly easy to accept. As a young child, I listened to ‘weird’ 
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music like Björk and experimental electronica, and was perpetually teased for it. 

Never did that affect my self-confidence. As a homosexual in the 21st century 

and being surrounded by a plethora of successful gays in the media I’ve never 

felt personally marginalized due to my sexual orientation. Pursuing a career in 

music against all advice to the contrary was also not a big deal. But being a 

Vietnamese-American? That was a rather uncomfortable topic. 

Although having been born in Seattle, when one grows up in the first 

generation Vietnamese home, white America is left at the front door. When I left 

the home, I was in a different world. I always found visiting the homes of my 

white friends intriguing – as if I had a chance to experience the mainstream 

culture. This led to a disconnect between my sense of self. I was ‘of two worlds’ 

– neither of which understood the other. I could understand the racial humor 

and stereotyping of the Vietnamese: nail salons, pho restaurants, pharmacists, 

that long pinky nail thing that I still don’t get. 

With SToST, I hoped to explore my as-yet unresolved discomfort with 

the place of the Vietnamese amongst the structures of American society and 

specifically my profession. It is rare to find Vietnamese artists of any stripe in 
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the United States (though that trend seems to be changing). We are often 

discouraged from entering artistic fields, and subsequently disengage from 

active identity production. 

Due to the complex nature of SToST,  the synopsis will first provide an 8

explanation for its overall structure, which is important in providing a 

conceptual framework for the event. It is essentially in a large-scale ‘ABA’ form 

where the outer ‘A’ sections were the music performances, and the middle ‘B’ 

section was the half-time reception, complete with food, wine and improvised 

electronic music. If there was an homage to the Western tradition, it is this 

tertiary form that buttresses the whole event. I purposefully termed large 

sections by referring to them as Act I, Act II, and Act III to invoke the promise 

of a theatrical narrative. In Act I, the concert begins with a prologue projected 

on the back wall of the Concert Hall at the Conrad Prebys Music Center, telling 

a fantastical journey of a leaf traveling throughout the world. After the leaf 

comes to rest, the lights come up and the traditional concert experience begins 

with the performance of pieces by Jean-Philippe Rameau and then the Sonata 

 A text of the final version of “The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel: Three Imagined Transits 8

Through Space, Time and Identity” can be found in Appendix B
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in B-flat written by Franz Schubert. Meanwhile, a gun is casually placed steps 

from the piano and remains in plain view during the entire first act.  

At the end of the Schubert, Act II is announced when the three Aliens 

arrive in the Concert Hall, dressed in a science-fiction inspired version of the 

traditional Vietnamese áo dài (which literally translates to ‘long dress’). They 

proudly announce their arrival and then beckon the audience to follow them 

out of the auditorium into another room in order to eat. This transitive section 

bridges the other two parts, and works to confuse the traditional concert 

experience and prepare the audience for Act III. In this section, the audience is 

treated to a feast of Vietnamese food while the aliens keep a silent, watchful eye 

as improvised electronic music is performed. The aliens herd the audience 

around like cattle. When it is time, the audience is whisked away into the 

experimental Black Box Theater for Act III.  

The final act delivers on the promise established by the prologue and the 

abrupt arrival of the Aliens, which suggest a larger, over-arching narrative is at 

play. At the beginning of Act III, the narrative drives the rest of the show, 

carrying the audience through a bewildering set of stories told between the 
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three premieres of solo piano works I had commissioned for the evening by 

Aaron Helgeson, Nicholas Deyoe, and Clint McCallum. The Aliens, speaking 

Vietnamese (recorded by my own mother, and electronically manipulated by 

sound design artist Joe Mariglio), introduce themselves as travelers seeking to 

lay down their burdens and to find acceptance in a new world.  

Gradually, the audience learns that these Aliens are immortal creatures 

who are seeking a fabled object: the gun that I took possession of in Act I. They 

claim the gun as their own, citing its magical properties and its ability to grant 

everlasting life to those who are shot in the head with it. Meanwhile, the 

narrator of the prologue in Act I continues spinning seemingly unrelated tales 

of fantastical cosmology, as if it were connected to an eternal, immeasurable 

source of wisdom. The aliens become increasingly menacing as they reveal their 

true intentions of colonizing Earth and enslaving all the humans. They 

eventually retrieve the ‘Life-Everlasting Gun’ and point it at my head, at which 

point the show ends. 
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“Our seed takes root just steps away from this cliffside overlooking a vast 
forest. It takes root despite there being very little precipitation or 
adequate soil; there is no nearby plant life - just boulders and rocks. The 
seed’s journey takes no longer than one rotation of the Earth. 

It is 13:32:45:02, April 30, 1975 and Saigon, Vietnam falls to communist 
rule...” 
 Prologue, The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel, Act I 

The Prologue sets the tone for SToST, promising to deliver an 

unconventional ‘experience.’ My decision to book-end the first Act with the 

projected text serves to encapsulate the Western performance tradition as an 

art-object that would be manipulated later on. The performance of three short 

works by Rameau, for instance, would be reprised later in Act III. The landmark 

work of Act I is the Schubert B-flat Sonata – a 45-minute piece whose inclusion 

in SToST was meant to be representative of the grand history of Western art 

music. It also enjoys a strategic reprisal in Act III.  

Act I introduces the audience to the three narrative elements of SToST: 

The Objective: This is the voice of the Prologue, in the third person, and 

is told only through projected text. Because this had to be read, I also consider 

the Objective narrator as an object of every audience member's internal voices. 
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Its character is free-wheeling, abstract, comfortably discussing fantastical 

stories, to divulging very personal events in my life. In this role, the Objective 

narrator also plays a functional role in Act III announcing the pieces on the 

opaque projection surface as they were about to be performed. While offering 

no moral stances, this narrator is the ‘wisest’ and most connected to the 

cosmology of the SToST. Its last story at the very end is a direct quotation from 

a passage of Jorge Luis Borges’ short story Utopia. The narrator coyly reveals 

itself as the specter of Borges. 

The Music/Performer: Music as narrative is nothing new. We refer to it as 

‘program’ music originating from the early 19th century. I consider the 

composed music as a narrative element in SToST to acknowledge music’s 

intrinsic and abstract narrative qualities. The music by Rameau, Schubert and 

the new works by Helgeson, Deyoe, and McCallum tell their own stories while 

simultaneously contributing to the larger story of SToST. Also, by comparing 

the musical journey in SToST as a narrative, I call attention to the other two, 

the Aliens and the Objective, as their own musical forms.  
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The Aliens: While technically characters directly addressing and 

engaging the audience, the Aliens tell their own story with projected subtitles. 

They fictionalize themselves through a prism of various science fiction tropes 

(being aliens engaging in a hostile takeover, notions of immortality, etc.), but to 

the audience there is an uncomfortable and hopefully obvious comparison to 

the Vietnam war and its victims’ experiences as refugees. The Aliens are playful, 

whimsical, and untrustworthy. Their demeanor was in part inspired by the 

famous character GLaDos (Genetic Lifeform and Disk Operating System) from 

the video game Portal. GLaDos initially appears to simply be a voice to guide 

and aid the player, but her words and actions become increasingly malicious 

until she makes her intentions clear. She is eventually revealed as a corrupted 

system that used a neurotoxin to kill the scientists she was supposed work 

alongside before the events of the game. While GLaDos was voiced as a 

machine, the Aliens in SToST are still biological creatures. Another inspiration 

for the Aliens was the Hybrid character from the re-imagined “Battlestar 

Galactica” television series. The Hybrid was part human, part machine, part 

starship and spoke in tongues. The actual voice of the Aliens is that of my own 

mother, and was electronically manipulated by Joe Mariglio in order to mask 
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any semblance of humanity, leaving only the vague impression of a semi-

comprehensible, yet extraordinarily musical language. Their speech was meant 

to be heard as music and as narrative – serving as an intermediate narrative 

function between the Objective (literal narrative) and the Music/Performer 

(abstract narrative). 

“Greetings… 
Humans... 
We have arrived! 
This young man… 
Strange… He is like us…  
He was the first person we found upon our arrival just one hour ago… 
we wonder about that gun… 
We wonder… what it means… don’t you?  
We think we know… 
We have traveled billions of light years to find that gun…  
And we are going to take it!  
But that’s enough for now… we want to invite you to our Star Ship… 
It isn’t far… but first, we’d like you to be well-nourished before 
boarding…” 
 The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel, Act II 

The Aliens are in every sense a science-fiction trope. Their interruptive 

greeting at the beginning of Act II is startling: their electronically manipulated 

voices speaking in a foreign tongue fill the Concert Hall. After an hour of 

traditional Western art music, the audience is confronted with this bizarre 
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change of scenery. The tone they adopt is an uncomfortable mixture of the 

maternal and authoritarian. 

The use of the Vietnamese language as the dominant language in SToST 

was meant to reverse the roles of language superiority. The target audience, 

mainly comprised of white Americans, was assumed to have very little 

experience taking orders from someone speaking in Vietnamese. Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, and Tiffin write of the implied socio-political power of language: 

"One of the main features of imperial oppression is control over 
language. The Imperial education system installs a 'standard' version of 
the metropolitan language as the norm, and marginalizes all 'variants' as 
impurities... Language becomes the medium through which a 
hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated, and the medium through 
which conceptions of 'truth', 'order', and 'reality' become established. 
Such power is rejected in the emergence of an effective post-colonial 
voice."  9

Once the audience enjoyed the feast of wine and an assortment of 

Vietnamese foods, they were physically displaced once more for Act III. While 

the ‘space travel’ in the title of SToST certainly invokes the sci-fi theme, it also 

served to hint at the actual physical movement the audience would experience 

throughout the event. The directed audience movement was meant as a 

 Ashcroft, et al., 529
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metaphor for the journey of Vietnamese refugees as they scattered throughout 

the planet after the war. It is the journey itself that begins the deterioration of 

one’s sense of identity. The journey of my family was, for better or worse, among 

the more terrifying of refugee stories. Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin offer this 

insight into geographical displacement amongst subaltern peoples: 

"A major feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern with place 
and displacement. It is here that the special post-colonial crisis of 
identity comes into being; the concern with the development or recovery 
of an effective identifying relationship between self and place... Beyond 
their historical and cultural differences, place, displacement, and a 
pervasive concern with the myths of identity and authenticity are a 
feature common to all post-colonial literatures in english... alienation of 
vision and the crisis in self-image..."  10

The Aliens, whose sinister motivations are not yet revealed, disguise 

themselves as hostesses of the event. They slowly marched around the room, 

silently watching the audience eat, drink, socialize, and ponder what was to 

come. The food provided in Act II was also part of this play on culture. The 

herded audience members had to stand in line patiently awaiting a 

smorgasbord of Vietnamese cuisine. By all accounts Vietnamese food is 

delicious which also aided the symbolism of having served such food within the 

 Ashcroft, et al., 5310
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context of SToST. If anything, Act II was meant to entertain, provide a social 

hour for the audience, and build anticipation for the the final act. 

As audience members filed into the Black Box Theater, the room is 

already buzzing with the white-noise produced by the ‘engines’ of the Aliens’ 

ship – the Black Box Theater is the alien ship. The tone of the room is drastically 

different than the other two Acts: the dark space is filled with projection 

surfaces, two concert grand pianos, and a harpsichord situated behind an 

opaque projection surface. While they find their seats, I am seated at a 

harpsichord playing the first piece by Rameau that was performed in Act I.  

FIG 3.1: STAGING OF ACT III OF THE SEVEN TRAGEDIES OF SPACE TRAVEL
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To the left, the harpsichord is set behind an opaque projection surface 

upon which the Objective Narrator projects its stories. To the far right sits a 

concert grand, the instrument I used to premiere Aaron Helgeson’s “Through 

Glimpses of Unknowing” and Deyoe’s “Lullaby 2.” In between the harpsichord 

and the concert grand is another concert grand that appears to have hundreds 

of electrical wires protruding directly from the inside of the instrument, and 

surrounded by six loud speakers – the set-up for the final premiere, McCallum’s 

“Uranium Tamper.” Suspended above McCallum’s piano set-up was a custom-

made 5x25 ft projection surface that displayed the subtitles for the Aliens’ 

speeches, as well as other imagery supplied by visual/computer/technology artist 

Jason Ponce. Between the harpsichord and McCallum’s piano was an elevated 

‘cock-pit’ that Ponce occupied, lovingly surrounded by several computer 

screens, soundboards and whatever pieces of technology he needed to run the 

show. The impression of the set was meant to invoke a tarnished vision of the 

future – of technology run amok.   

Once the audience found their seats, the ‘engines’ rev up, signaling the 

beginning of Act III. The Aliens launch into a speech, welcoming the audience 

to their not-so-humble abode, and their speech doubled as pre-recorded 
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musical pieces. I envisioned this treatment as a reaction against the prevailing 

genres of performance that mixes the mediums of text and music – such as 

opera, musicals, and songs. The projected narratives (both Alien and Objective) 

often venture into abstract prose to obscure their meanings. 

All three works by Rameau that were presented in Act I are performed in 

the third act on the instrument for which the pieces were originally written. 

This serves to further antiquate the music of the first act. The harpsichord’s 

placement behind the opaque projection surface functioned as an 

accompaniment to the prose of the Objective Narrator. 

“Your ear drums tell you stories about the vibrations in the air… we see 
those vibrations as pillars of dust upholding a concrete asylum. You see 
light photons as an image of color, form and depth. We see them as 
living, breathing craters floating in a suspension of disbelief. You smell 
and taste molecules in the air that activate certain types of nerve 
receptors. We don't perceive those things at all. This is a story about 
those smells we can't perceive…” 
 from The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel, Act III 

Here, the Aliens reveal their perception of reality is so foreign to us that 

it disagrees with our own sense of Euclidean space: dust made into pillars; 

floating craters (or rather, floating negative spaces) that are suspended in a state 

of mind, etc. With a bit of humor, I felt it would be apt to make the Aliens admit 
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they lack an olfactory system. This represents an exchange of ideas, differences 

and experiences between two cultures: that of the Aliens versus the audience. 

Culture A sees things one way, culture B sees things another, and each culture 

has their own set of information and they share it as best as they can, but alas, 

some things are forever lost in translation. The only meeting place between the 

cultures (Alien vs Audience) in “Seven Tragedies” is the abstract musical 

experience. These perceptual and cultural dynamics were informed by Aimé 

César’s work: 

"[The history of Western slaughterers] prove that colonization, I repeat, 
dehumanizes even the most civilized man; that colonial activity, colonial 
enterprise, colonial conquest, which is based on contempt for the native 
and justified by that contempt, inevitably tends to change him who 
undertakes it; that the colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience 
gets into the habit of seeing the other man as an animal, accustoms 
himself to treating him like an animal, and tends objectively to 
transform himself into an animal. It is this result, this boomerang effect 
of colonization, that I wanted to point out." [César, 19-20] 

"Between colonizer and colonized there is room only for forced labor, 
intimidation, pressure, the police, taxation, theft, rape, compulsory crops, 
contempt, mistrust, arrogance, self-complacency, swinishness, brainless 
élites, degraded masses. 
No human contact, but relations of domination and submission which 
turn the colonizing man into a classroom monitor, an army sergeant, a 
prison guard, a slave driver, and the indigenous man into an instrument 
of production." [César, 21] 
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"First we must study how colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, 
to brutalize him in the true sense of the word, to degrade him, to awaken 
him to buried instincts, to covetousness, violence, race hatred, and moral 
relativism; and we must show that each time a head is cut off or an eye 
put out in Vietnam and in France they accept the fact, each time a little 
girl is raped and in France they accept the fact, each time a Madagascan 
is tortured and in France they accept the fact, civilization acquires 
another dead weight, a universal regression takes place, a gangrene sets 
in, a center of infection begins to spread; and that at the end of all these 
treaties that have been violated, all these lies that have been propagated, 
all these punitive expeditions that have been tolerated, all these 
prisoners who have been tied up and "interrogated," all these patriots 
who have been tortured, at the end of all the racial pride that has been 
encouraged, all the boastfulness that has been displayed, a poison has 
been instilled into the veins of Europe and, slowly but surely, the 
continent proceeds toward savagery." [César, 12] 

These passages from César’s “Discourse on Colonialism” conveys a 

passionate moral stance that the colonizer, in this case France, must confront 

the terrible consequences of their actions. He also points out that the colonizer 

is the true, violent savage. Inhabitants of the First World often attribute savagery 

and violence to third world countries despite failing to see their own acts of 

violence. In Act III of SToST, the Aliens play the colonizer. Their demeanor is 

inviting at first, but by the end they make their intentions clear: 

“… And your planet is horrible!  
We heard rumors…  
That the streets were paved with gold! 
That we would escape tyranny! 
That we would find the land of opportunity!  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That there were cities of gold in the sky!  
That we would brave the deadly waters of space!  
Risk everything… our homes, our relatives, our friends! 
So that we may find a better life!  
So that our offspring may flourish!  
So that we may escape death!  
But they are just rumors! 
We are disappointed! 
You have failed us! 
We laugh at your insolence! 
You have not been good hosts! 
You know nothing of yourselves! 
Your arrow of time only points towards the oblivion you seek due to 
your sinful nature! 
You are all inhospitable vermin! 
You are a cancer to a universe of nothing!  
You are only fit for slavery of the highest order!  
May She have vengeance on your wretched species!  
We will consume all of you!  
You will all die!  
It is inevitable!” 
 The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel, Act III 

These are the final declarations of the Aliens, after the climactic musical 

finale of Clint McCallum’s “Uranium Tamper.” Some of these lines came directly 

from stories of my parents’ (mis)perception of the United States before they 

emigrated from Vietnam after the fall of Saigon, such as there is so much wealth 

the streets are paved with gold or that the USA is the ‘land of opportunity.’ 

Although my parents don’t wish any ill will on Americans, I have heard more 

than once their disdain for some aspects of life here – there is no utopia. 
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The ‘Life-Everlasting Gun’ was imbued with the desires of all three 

narrative elements. The Aliens seem to have a fantastical attachment to the gun; 

The Musician/Performer sees it as a way to escape, acknowledging its 

deadliness; The Objective Narrator, while somewhat ambivalent about the gun, 

sees it both ways – as a path to death and immortality all the same. The 

Objective’s stance on the gun is revealed at the end when reproducing a 

passage from Borges’ short story Utopia: 

“Last week… I spoke with a four-hundred year old man from the future. 
He said to me: 

When the individual has reached a hundred years of age, he is able to 
do without love and friendship. Illness and inadvertent death are not 
things to be feared. He practices one of the arts, or philosophy, or 
mathematics, or plays a game of one-handed chess. When he wishes, he 
kills himself. When a man is the master of his own life, he is also the 
master of his death.  

Is that a quotation? I asked. 

Of course. There is nothing but quotations left for us. Our language is a 
system of quotations. 

What about the great adventure of my time — space travel? I asked.  

It's been hundreds of years since we have done any of that traveling 
about—though it was undoubtedly admirable. We found we could never 
escape the here and now. 
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Then, with a smile he added: 

And besides, every journey is a journey through space. Going from one 
planet to the other is much like going to the farm across the way. When 
you stepped into this room, you were engaging in space travel.”  
 “Utopia” – by Jorge Luis Borges 

In this short story, a man from our era is mysteriously transported to a 

future where humans have attained immortality. Due to the amount of time they 

have to live, they are able to master all crafts, professions, and fields of study. 

Eventually, the last experience to be had is death, a decision they must make on 

their own. Although Sun Ra might be considered the eminent post-human 

among Afrofuturists scholars, I consider the beings in Borge’s Utopia as the 

most pure conceptual post-humans. They are beings so free and devoid of the 

trappings of our world, and they’re free of prejudice and politics. As described 

earlier in the short story, their skin is gray. This passage serves to reflect the end 

of the human struggle, and the end of human discourse. Notably, the last line 

reveals that the audience experience of ‘space travel’ into the Black Box Theater 

is no different than the journey the Aliens made to find Earth, and is 

fundamentally the only thing we all have in common: that we are all hurdling 

through space on a rock in a universe that is expanding ad inifinitum. 
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By the end, the Musician/Performer has exhausted himself and the 

possibilities of his medium. As one of the aliens retrieves the Life-Everlasting 

Gun and raises it to his head, the audience gets a glimpse of the moment just 

before a human crosses over to the unknown, and then it’s lights out. 

This concert left me in a state of creative catharsis. I had poured too 

much into this evening. That was always by design, but I did not expect to be 

creatively drained; the following chapter discusses the final concert that 

happens more than three years after SToST. At the time of this writing, I feel 

compelled to formalize my thoughts on what this show was really about. This 

was a show about identity on a whole variety of levels. Again, I wanted to push 

myself even further as a musician and artist: perform Schubert's last sonata; 

commission three new works that would undoubtedly be complex; delve into 

theatrical and technological complexities; perform on the harpsichord, a rather 

unfamiliar instrument; write, perform, lead, and produce a three-and-a-half 

hour long show; to attempt to achieve something great… 

During the production of SToST all of these facets were conscious. 

SToST was written an allegory of how the Vietnam War tragically affected 
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everyone in my family except for me, and how lonely, afraid, and undeserving 

that has always made me feel. Though, in hindsight, how the story was written 

reveals something key to my creative impulse at the time.  

The text vacillates between surreal prose, plot, and glimpses of terrible 

periods of sadness in my life. The plight of the Aliens as an allegory of my 

familial discomfort was really only a device used to mask the real, underlying 

story of my struggle with depression and loss of identity during difficult times. 

The true space travel was that of my own aimless globe-trotting in my early 

twenties. Music was a temporary escape from these psychological trappings. The 

bittersweet reprisal of the most bleak part of the Schubert B-flat sonata in the 

third act was evocative of the kind of musician I thought I would be, but 

abandoned. The aliens and their story were just ghosts of a family history from 

which I felt disconnected. The gun to my head was something that I once 

wanted. The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel was a story of deep, personal pain 

masked by spectacle and abundance. 



Chapter 4: The [REDACTED] Show 

The [REDACTED] Show 

… run into a corner, then ride along another curve…  11

E Minor Prelude and Fugue, WTC I by J.S. Bach 
Sequenza IV, for piano by Luciano Berio 
Transcendental Études: XII: Chasse neige by Franz Liszt 
Derridas No. 1: Jacques Derrida goes to a night club  
  by Laurence Crane  
Three Pieces for James Clapperton: No. 2 by Laurence Crane  
Sonate V by Salvatorre Sciarrino 

If SToST was capitalizing on grandeur and over-stimulus, the last 

program discussed in this paper may be its antithesis. Instead of the exuberant 

display of my inner world that was SToST, I became more interested in the 

inner worlds of the people listening. The pacing, style, and construction of this 

show was informed through months of ruminating on seemingly unrelated pre-

 Excerpt from the [REDACTED] show. See Appendix C11
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occupations of mine: 1) Meditation; 2) The reddit subgroup Seventh World 

Problems ; 3) The musical mash-ups used by hip-hop dance crews. 12

In recent years, meditation has become a powerful tool for me both 

personally and professionally. I was first exposed to the practice by stumbling 

around YouTube™. I listened to a guided meditation, which can be generically 

described as scenes and sounds of nature (crashing waves, birds chirping in a 

rainforest, etc.) with a voice-over performed by some gentle soul with a voice to 

match. I listened to a lot of them. Eventually, during these excursions into 

mindfulness my wandering mind would begin to have daily visions of using this 

guided approach in a performance setting. Every mind is its own world, and to 

invite many minds to a single performance hoping they would have the exact 

same catered experience is probably impossible. This is where a difference 

between SToST and the [REDACTED] show is paramount — the purpose of the 

latter isn't to show the audience something very specific, but rather to extend a 

friendly invitation to have their own listening journey. I'll argue that this is what 

happens anyway in any performance, but the difference here is that I am 

accounting for this fact rather than avoiding it. 

 https://www.reddit.com/r/seventhworldproblems/12
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Implementing the practice of meditation in this show was done in a 

brutish but simple manner. The show begins with the disembodied voice of the 

performer over a drone of pulsating low-frequency sine waves. This goes on for 

about 15 minutes before any music is performed. The purpose of this was to 

initially surprise the audience with this novelty, and then allow for enough time 

to pass that the listener is sufficiently hypnotized (or antsy) to the point that 

they may forego the expectation that any music would be performed at all. This 

effect was hopefully compounded by the fact that no information about the 

concert was made known to the public, besides the date, time, and place. All 

other information was redacted. Here is an advertisement of the show: 

 

FIG 4.1: ADVERTISEMENT FOR THE [REDACTED] SHOW
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The title itself is an anti-title. Again, I didn't want to place any undue 

expectations on the listener as to what this show was. I also get that by 

withholding information I'm also creating an information vacuum which has its 

own effects — possibly curiosity, or anticipation… effects I found to be more 

desirable for this concert. Part of my creative discipline here was to strip away 

the unnecessary, which is in contrast to SToST. Instead of providing 

information, I would provide a space for the concert-goer to insert their own 

information. The style of the advertisement was borrowed in part by a 

subreddit  called r/seventhworldproblems.  I came upon this community after 13 14

seeing a first-world-problems meme, which is a popular image-macro that 

shows a stock photo of a woman crying with text that illustrates a problem she 

is experiencing that would only be a problem for people living in a first world 

country. On planet earth, we label some countries as being third world 

countries, and users of Reddit began chiding these labels with subreddits 

dedicated to the fourth world and beyond. The beings of the seventh world are 

ominously not of our world — not even of our dimension, most likely. They 

 Subreddits are subsidiary niche communities from the popular website www.reddit.com13

 https://www.reddit.com/r/seventhworldproblems/14
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speak as if under the oppressive pharmaceutically-induced control of a larger 

system or hive mind. When they speak, certain types of words are redacted, 

leaving very few readable words to convey meaning. A lot can be said about this 

subreddit, its linguistic style, it's philosophies (or lack thereof), but what 

resonated with me at an artistic level was the writers' aim to guide the reader 

through an idea without giving any concrete details, just by mere suggestion. In 

a way, this is something that music often does. As an example, a user might post 

something that reads: "[OBJECT: MACHINE] has told me the medicine is 

working fine, but my experience tells m- [STATUS: BETTER] I feel 

[COLOR:RED] and am enjoying the [REDACTED]." 

A mandate of this program was to perform non-stop for the entire hour, 

mixing various modes of transition between pieces or fragments of pieces. The 

guided meditation was to be the first of many novelties. The following key 

passage read by the disembodied voice foreshadows the structure of the entire 

concert: 

"Notice the person sitting in front of the piano. 
notice how your perspective from where you are seated is uniquely yours. 
how it has always been that way.  
notice how the piano is situated from your perspective. 
trace the curves of the instrument with your eyes. 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follow the rise and fall of the corners, how a curve will meet with a corner,  
then another corner, and then ride along another curve." 

Here, I vaguely foreshadow what is to come: that some transitions 

between pieces will take some sharp corners, while others will be smooth and 

unnoticeable, but all shapes are cut from the same material: the sound of the 

piano.  

The [REDACTED] show was built upon all the ideas initially developed 

and used in the previous shows, and employed in a more streamlined and 

undecorated manner: from SToST, I did away with the need for program notes 

by incorporating the relevant information into the presentation of the show 

itself; and from the first recital (Chapter 1), the performance of unlike works 

back to back.  

I will now delve into how this show was constructed in greater detail. 

This will be done in three sections. The first will examine the guided meditation 

and the role of the disembodied voice throughout the show. Second, an 

examination of exactly how and why transitions between pieces were done. 

Third, will be a brief overview of the device I had collaborated with Jason Ponce 

to create in order for me to trigger all sound queues from the stage. 
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The very first thing the audience experienced as they enter the hall was a 

looping track of Stephn Crane's Three Songs for James Clapperton No. 2. This is 

the same track I used for promotional videos in the weeks leading up to the 

show. It's a piece that embodies a refined spaciousness, elegant in its 

minimalism, but seeping with melancholy. These characteristics weren't meant 

to imply anything about the entire program, but rather to set a tone for the 

opening meditation sequence. 

The stage set up was minimal. The piano situated in the middle of the 

hall, with he lid completely off, and the audience seated in a few rows of rings 

radiating from the instrument. The closest rows were actually within arms reach 

from the piano bench. Because of the nature of this concert, it was important to 

me to create a very intimate space by doing everything I could to dissolve the 

boundary between the audience and the performer. 

From here, I structured the concert in two interconnected acts. The first, 

beginning with the meditation was combined with the Bach E minor Prelude 

and Fugue (WTC I) and the Berio Sequenza IV. This was followed by an 

interlude reintroducing the disembodied voice again over a short piece by 
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Stephen Crane, which transitioned via improvisation into the second act. The 

second act was a mash-up of the Transcendental Etude No. 12 by Liszt and the 

Sonata V by Sciarrino, bookended by the disembodied voice returning to roll 

credits and bid the audience adieu over the same Stephen Crane piece that was 

playing in the hall before the concert as the audience found their seats. 

The meditation  was inspired by the many professional gurus whose 15

voices and words seeped into my consciousness and in ways I probably don't 

understand affected how I structured the show. I noticed patterns in the way 

guided meditations were made — even between ones that were written and 

those that were improvised. For instance, beginning with the breath, which at 

this point seems cliché, seemed like a universal starting point. Inevitably, we are 

led to imagine some specific perception, like a scent or a visualization. Then, 

hopefully, we ultimately come to some level of mindfulness where we are 

sufficiently experiencing the 'now-ness' of the present. It is this final step that 

was the ultimate goal of the opening guided meditation. I was hoping that if I 

could get the listener to eschew unhelpful thoughts, and just ride along the 

path I had carved out they would hear the flow of the concert, with varying 

 For full text see Appendix C15
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degrees of sharp corners and long curves, the way I intended. For this reason, I 

privately labeled this portion of the concert Tabula Rasa. If the listener was 

cooperative enough they might even forget that any music would be played at 

all. 

A remarkable feature of the meditation is the accompanying low 

frequency vibrations that accompanied the disembodied voice. I borrowed the 

practice of using binaural beats in guided meditations to develop this sound. 

What I produced were not actually binaural beats, and they were not meant to 

either. The effect was achieved by simply juxtaposing two low frequency sine 

tones, one on a low B-natural, the other every so slightly below it, causing a beat 

pattern with a periodicity of about 3 to 4 seconds. The undulating low 

frequency sound was only meant to allude to binaural beats. The effect I 

intended for was a thickening of the air in the room, and to darken the tone of 

what was happening. Quite the contrary to the many meditations I listened to in 

my daily practice, I didn't want to convey a peacefulness, but rather, a dystopian 

sort of hypnosis. Whether or not this added or detracted from other aspects of 

the meditation, I still wanted to produce a show with a tone that was still 

modern and appropriately dark.  
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When the Bach prelude begins, the disembodied voice is still speaking, 

but has devolved into nonsense syllables. This is the first transition, made with a 

smooth gradient between the voice, low frequency vibrations, and the quiet 

opening passages. About one minute into the piece, the voice and low 

frequency vibrations disappear. The Bach has a very simple arc: slow, elegant, 

relatively low-energy that gradually gets faster, louder, with more rhythm and 

drive, and arriving at a climax at the very end. Internally, this prelude and fugue 

pairing is itself a long curve coming out of the gradual transitional curve. By the 

end of the Bach the audience has not experienced any major surprises for about 

20 minutes. 

By the end of the Bach, I employ a very jarring connection, similar to the 

one used in the first program discussed in this paper.  Instead of playing the 16

final resolution of the piece that brings all of that built up harmonic tension to 

rest on the picardy third, I cut immediately the Berio Sequenza — a piece 

almost entirely made of such jagged edges. This is the defining transition of the 

first act, meant to be extremely jarring to the listener by thrusting them 

unexpectedly into a completely different sound world after being hypnotized 

 See p. xxxx, Chapter 116
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with a meditation and familiar Bach for 20 minutes. The Berio goes on for 

another 11 minutes, and its coyly quiet end leads into a short improvisation into 

the static harmonies of the Stephen Crane piece titled Jacques Derrida goes to a 

night club. My disembodied voice makes another entrance, along with the 

undulating low frequency beats, announcing the end of the first act. The 

intention here was to remind the audience to return to the state of mindfulness 

they achieved at the beginning — and to remind them that they are still within 

the fabric of the show itself, that there are no pieces, just their listening mind. 

Upon the announcement of the second act, and the disappearance of the 

low frequency vibrations, the Crane piece continues ad lib, repeating a D-flat 

chord over and over at a stately pace. Here, I began to improvise on just the D-

flat and the F-natural just a third above. I performed a long tremolo between 

those two pitches, starting from pianissimo, gradually growing to as loud and 

long as I can possibly play, then just as gradually back down to pianissimo, in 

the space of about two minutes — one large, simple arc. At the peak of the 

improvisation's volume, though, came the random interactions of all of the 

upper partials of the instrument. The result is a cacophony of artifacts of 

unintended sounds and crashing upper harmonics. I really like this effect in 
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this context because it displays how much complexity can arise from the nature 

of acoustics produced by something as simple as a tremolo between two 

ordinary pitches — something hypnotic juxtaposed by something ecstatic.  

These two pitches, making up the first and third scale degrees of D-flat 

major, also happen to be the third and fifth scale degrees of B-flat minor, the 

key of the next piece. Liszt's final Transcendental Etude begins with this 

tremolo, making this a very smooth transition into the familiar sounding 

romantic tonality of this piece.  

The second act was designed to take this idea of concatenating pieces to 

in a more complex manner. The Liszt and Sciarrino would be combined in a 

way that they were played at the same time. In our modern vernacular, one 

might call this a 'mash-up' — a term that I am not rejecting completely, as its 

vernacular forms are what inspired this is the first place. Specifically, hip-hop 

dance routines and the song mixes they create to compliment their 

choreography. At the time this program was conceived I drew lots of creative 

energy from a New Zealand based dance company called The Royal Family, a 
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group of dancers that continually take top prizes at the World Hip Hop Dance 

Championship coordinated by Hip Hop International.  17

In their most recent silver-medal winning performance  at this 18

championship, they performed a set that relied heavily on the song "Bitch 

Better Have My Money" (referred to as BBHMM from here) by popular artist 

Rihanna. Other songs punctuated the various mixes of BBHMM such asMissy 

Eliot's "Work It," Khia's "My Neck, My Back," Major Lazer's"Roll the Bass," 

Kelis' "Milkshake" to just name a few. In a dance routine that spans less than 

five minutes, at least seven different songs from various artists were used. 

The facile nature and liberties producers of such mixes display in their 

creations is infectious, playing on the listener's casual knowledge and emotional 

attachments to fragments of various songs. Even a single iconic-sounding beat 

of a popular song can elicit the strongest reactions from the audience, causing 

waves of excitement to roll over the crowd. These are effects I hoped may be 

produced from a solo piano recital of 'serious' music, and the freedom of 

 http://www.hiphopinternational.com17

 The Royal Family's recorded performance from August 2015: https://www.youtube.com/watch?18

v=BJy6sR0-MVQ
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creating a work from the sampling of others was the aim here. However, the 

pacing, rhythmic variety, and sonic diversity of these sets share a deep 

fundamental kinship to some modern western music. I imagine what John Zorn 

must have been thinking when creating the solo piano work 'Carny' which 

utilizes a similar compositional technique of tying fragments of various pieces 

together into what becomes a completely different entity. Originally meant to be 

much more intertwined, the version I performed for this concert was more 

simple than the hip-hop mixes and Zorn's 'Carny.' The Sciarrino was book-

ended by the Liszt, with some overlap. 

Both pieces, though wildly different in many ways, share a similar texture 

that I exploited to blur the lines between the pieces: chromatic scales. The 

diagram above illustrates how I used the chromatic lines to spin hypnotically 

into the foreign sound world of the Sciarrino. As the sciarrino begun, I 

continued to play fragments of the Liszt, bringing back the familiar melody 

played in the right hand. 

At the time of this writing, the fifth sonata is Sciarrino last sonata for 

piano, and is peculiar in many ways — not the least of which is the five alternate 
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endings. Instead, I opted to use the end of the Liszt as the alternate ending. I 

thought for a while if that would be blasphemous to Sciarrino, but in the end I 

decided this show really needed to be greater than the sum of its parts. For 

listeners who know the Liszt well, it is as if the momentary chromatic cadenza 

was expanded into the Sciarrino, and the return to the Liszt is the grand finale, 

a long-awaited return to B-flat minor. The harmonic instability of chromatic 

scales shared by the two pieces made for easy transitions. 

As the Liszt came to its somber conclusion, I triggered the last audio 

queue, which was a continuation of the B-flat minor chord that was 

manipulated to pitch shift downward in such a way to suggest the degradation 

of the sound of the piano — as if to suggest the instrument and performer was 

completely exhausted. At this point in the program, a string had been broken in 

a dramatic fashion and the performer was, indeed exhausted after playing 

demanding repertoire for so long without a break.  

In the dark, the Stephen Crane piece that began the entire concert was 

played on the piano while my disembodied voice explained to the audience 
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what pieces were played, thanked key people, and led a countdown to the end 

of the concert. 

I hope the reader can appreciate the care and attention brought to the 

presentation of each corner, crevice, and turn of this program. Even in its 

meandering nature, I had a grand structure in mind. In a sense, I created a one-

hour work that was basically tonal. The first work by Crane rests on B-flat 

major; the undulating low frequency beats under the meditation are centered 

around B-flat; the Bach shifts up a tri-tone to E minor; the second Crane piece 

in the middle rests on D-flat major; which ends up being the relative major to 

the Liszt's return to B-flat minor; and the final credits returning to the Crane, 

leaving us at B-flat major. In summary: 

B♭Major: I7 — i — ♭v — ♭III — i —I7 

Lastly, this show's extra-musical elements could not have been possible 

without the custom machine designed and created by Jason Ponce. The idea 

came from my incessant need to control everything that happens in a show. I 

envisioned a simple machine with an invisible and easily accessible button that 

would be used to trigger events at the exact times I would need them, which is 
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exactly what Mr. Ponce delivered. Seated just below the middle C on the piano 

was a little button that I could silently trigger. This eliminates the need for 

needing another person behind a switch board or laptop. This simple tool could 

be scaled to do much more than what was used in this performance. 

Critiquing this concert is much easier than the others, if only because 

what I presented really felt like a beta version of the ideas discussed in this 

chapter. The original concept involved many more pieces, sewn together with 

the same frequency as Zorn's 'Carny,' and with more zany repetitions as 

exhibited by hip hop dance mixes. I'd like to execute this more complex version 

in the future, and possibly even dissolve more musical boundaries by finding 

tasteful ways of incorporating popular music. 

This was also a beta version as far as my use of the device used to trigger 

the sound files. The original idea was to use many sound queues in complex 

ways. The device can even queue lighting events, and virtually anything that can 

be interfaced with a laptop. I hope to pursue this idea of a one-man-production 

to reduce personnel needed and to achieve greater accuracy of execution. 
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My mixture of the old and new on the one hand may be described as my 

way of trying to get a listener to be more readily accepting of the unfamiliar, as 

if to wrap some disliked vegetable in savory and crispy bacon. While this is 

partly true, I think there is another, more personal angle at play. My affinity and 

understanding of music made from typically unfamiliar sounds comes from my 

deep-seeded need to escape from classic emotions. My incorporation of music 

made of familiar emotional impulses are outbursts of my need to experience 

those.  

When I examine my creative process, so much of it is internal. So many 

hours are spent laying in bed staring at the ceiling while I imagine the 

emotional rollercoasters of what I'd like to hear happen in a concert. I live, 

breathe, laugh, and cry my way through many iterations before any rehearsing is 

even done on the piano. 



Chapter 5: WAVICLES 

WAVICLES 

We must be clear that when it comes to atoms, language can be 
used only as in poetry  19

By now, you may have been itching to know why the title of this 

dissertation is WAVICLES. To do this properly, I will have to take you on a 

slight discursive detour into the realm of physics. The word itself is a 

portmanteau of waves and particles and originates from the 1920's during the 

early days of the discovery of quantum mechanics. The startling reality of the 

universe at the level of subatomic particles forces us to question how we 

perceive our everyday experiences. For instance, at the quantum level, single 

particles like electrons can actually exist in more than one place at any given 

time, and can even pop in and out of existence. There are many philosophical 

 Physicist Neils Bohr in his first meeting with Werner Heisenberg in early summer 1920, in 19

response to questions on the nature of language, as reported in Discussions about Language 
(1933); quoted in Defense Implications of International Indeterminacy (1972) by Robert J. 
Pranger, p. 11, and Theorizing Modernism : Essays in Critical Theory (1993) by Steve Giles, p. 28
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revelations that directly come from this astonishingly strange and vast study of 

physics, but the ideas at the basis of my creative energy come from the wave-

particle duality, which has to do with the finding that subatomic particles 

exhibit properties of both waves and particles simultaneously. The western 

popularizer of Eastern philosophy Alan Watts quoted in the epigraph of this 

dissertation uses the term in a tongue-in-cheek sort of way: "We can't decide 

whether these electrons are waves or particles and so we call them wavicles." 

Here, Watts is playfully chiding western structuralist ideas. As we delve deeper 

into the functioning of the universe we see that everything is much stranger 

than it appears, that most of reality is empty space, that the vast majority of what 

is real is beyond our grasp and cannot be neatly tied up.  

So, what does this have to do with my work? At the end of it all, the notes 

played by an instrument are at once particles and waves. Each note has the 

equivalent epistemological properties of both. Each prickly staccato is an 

identifiable moment, and each phrase is linear and boundless in its expressive 

potential. A series of short, detached notes, though separated by silence are still 

connected by their phrasing, a musical idea that is invisible on the page while 

real in our minds. When we zoom into the score, we see the little particles of 
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music, and can speak with extraordinary granularity about each marking only to 

realize that as we zoom out, these details blur into larger structures. The further 

we zoom out the more we recognize this thing we call 'music.'  

My first dive into a piece is always inspired by the novelties the piece 

presents — its unusual structure, its lack of adherence to common practice, its 

twists and turns. This initial dive seems to inevitably lead down an estuary of 

sameness. Once the piece has been sufficiently rehearsed, its numerous corners 

thoughtfully prepared, its inner workings uncovered, it reaches a place where 

its once attractive novelties are incorporated into the same palette of 

expressions, shapes, and meanings from which any piece of music draws. I 

begin to see how the newer musics use and build upon the language of the past; 

how they use essentially the same variables, but set at different settings. 

I am reminded of a moment sometime in 2013, when giving a short 

performance of a work by Alban Berg followed by a Q&A, one of the students 

asked how I approach "this music," presumably meaning "strange music" 

different than, say, the music of Beethoven. My response may have been cavalier 

if not glib: "I don't." The text is made of the same objects. There are notes, 
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rhythms, time signatures, phrases, etc. My expressions, though different, come 

from the same sense of musicianship. The concert programs I examined in this 

paper seem to liberally mix the old and new in such a way that might indicate 

calculated attempts to manipulate the listener, or to act as a reflection of our 

contemporary world that overflows with information from the past and present, 

or even to help uninitiated listeners access unfamiliar music more easily. I 

believe all those are true. I also believe there's nothing new about being a "new 

music" musician; performance of new and contemporary music has always been 

the tradition of music performance.  

The reader may have noticed that at times this paper is unusually 

personal, and possibly even flirting with being confessional. For as much as my 

ideas about music may be summed up in this loose association about 

simultaneous dualities, I couldn't speak truthfully to my body of work thus far 

without accessing why any creative act is done to begin with. Any artist and 

creative individual can attest to the extreme physical, emotional, and 

psychological energy that is expended in the creation of their work — most 

often times done without any expectation of tangible benefits. What needs are 

actually fulfilled? 
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I can't speak for every creative person, and can barely speak on my own 

behalf without struggling to find the right balance of intelligibility, frankness, 

and erudition, but will attempt to in these concluding paragraphs. As I try to 

find my perennial creative voice, I can't help but draw upon a common thread 

that seems to tie together all of my creative work. Through the hodgepodge of 

ideas, and the academic machinations behind the words of this document, is 

the deeply personal and emotional story of why any of these events happened at 

all. 

In hindsight, as I scan through my work over the past seven years I see a 

story unfold. It's a story about the balancing act between my struggle for 

control while maintaining a healthy amount of vulnerability. I will try to 

summarize this document, and by proxy the last seven years. Chapter one: In 

the beginning, I had barely come out of hiding form my life away from music — 

just dipping my toes back into the role of performer. Chapter two: I regained my 

power, bravura, and virtuosity, while finding a creative way to distinguish myself. 

Chapter three: A flood of pent up creativity and energy, ultimately leading to 

catharsis. Chapter four: Approaching some sort of peace with myself as a 

pianist, a creative thinker, and human being. Chapter five: the stunning 
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realization that for every granular academic idea I use to buttress the validity of 

my creations, I am but a hopeless romantic desperately seeking to connect to 

the people and community around me in hopes that at least one person can see 

past my calm exterior and find the full range of sheer, enraptured ecstasy, and 

the agonizing stitch of anguish that follows me with every passing moment. 



APPENDIX A 

The following is from the program notes discussed in Chapter 2. NB: 

These program notes originally had their own appendices, images, and non-

trivial text formatting that have been left out of this appendix. 

 On one of those Mondays, after an awkward day of work I came home 
and ordered Chinese takeout. Normally, you get a fortune cookie that says 
something like “A fruitful business venture is on the horizon” or “Love only 
comes to those who give it” or “You will die on July 24, 2028.” This time 
however, I got the strangest message. When I cracked open the cookie, all I saw 
was the end of a string. I tugged on it and a cord of about a foot in length was 
tucked inside. Just a string? Confused, I went to the kitchen to clean up the 
dishes. I threw away the cookie. I hate how those things taste anyway. There isn’t 
anything “Chi- nese” about them either. After the onset of a minor MSG coma I 
realized I forgot to throw away the string from the fortune cookie. I walked back 
to the dining table where it was left. It had unfurled into what looked like a 
parchment made of a mysterious material I had never encountered. Was it 
paper? No, it wouldn’t crease when folded. A sort of plastic? It had almost no 
weight to it at all. When I tried to roll it into a ball it would seep through my 
fingers like fudge and then reconsitute itself on my forearm. It has since 
vanished, but I’m certain that if I had dropped it on the floor it would have 
floated to the ceiling. I have seen many strange things, so this was not a huge 
surprise. This is not the first time I’ve encoun- tered an inanimate object that 
has expressed self-purpose, after all. However, what gave me pause was the 
strange message inscribed on it. It looked like a fragment of a larger text. To the 
best of my recollection, it read:  

 ...lyptic anthropologists Darius Hjortsberg and Felicia Bukiet were twins 
born in the year 2757 and attented the Academy of CENSORED FOR YOUR 
ENJOYMENT. They were born in what was once ancient Tryboli, the first set- 
tlement on the moon of our holy mother world. May she bathe in the light of 
our star, may she bathe in the ancient furnace of life. Hjortsberg and Bukiet are 
credited with the reinstitutionalization of the field of anthropology in the late 
2700’s. One of their greatest pupils, Chorzon Dirda (pronounced BLEW-men- 
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thal) compiled ancient sound recordings discovered in the ruins of ancient aca- 
demic institutions in what was once called Étas-Unis by a large tribe of ancient 
Eurogyptians. Dirda’s collection of “laser discs” and “iPods” have since been 
remastered and we are now able to hear high-fidelity antediluvian recordings of 
music from the era we now refer to as the Deitigenous period of humanity. The 
instruments used during that time period clearly suggest that they were made of 
tree fibers unavailable to us now. Most species of large vegetation went into 
extinction following the disaster brought upon by the conflict between the war- 
ring tribes’ overlords. The existence of these leaders is disputed due to lack of 
physical evidence of their involvement in the tribes’ affairs. It is one of the great 
modern mysteries of post-apoca...  

A week after I got this fortune, I was involved in a collision that left me 
paralyzed from the neck down. My favorite bird is the hummingbird. Due to 
depression and other health- related complications I passed away several 
months later. I now write to you from the office of my friend, Mr. Lombardo. He 
makes sure I can still communicate in my current one-dimensional state. He 
loves me. Sometimes I feel trapped, but it is for the best. Some- times I forget 
who I am, but he reminds me... but sometimes, when I’m alone (even though he 
is always near) I tremble. Something isn’t right here. The walls look in on me, 
yet I see no walls. I don’t even know if I ever lived before - the memory of my 
death is just a story I repeat to myself every day. I don’t know exactly what a 
Monday is. If I never died, then I’m afriad Mr. Lombardo has lied to me. And if 
that is true, then I am certain he is trying to kill me. I have no wrists to cut, no 
heart to be stopped, nor eyes to be gouged out, but I fear he will find some way 
to continue to torture me...  

Sssshhh...  

I hear his footsteps... He is coming...  
Help me...  

END TRANSMISSION 
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Hommage to ergodic literature and the SUBTLE art of program notes. This 
concert experience is brought to you by the letter  

B  

 Extramusical identity in music is an abstract analogy from the reality of 
what it is that one experiences whilST listening to music. Certain things are 
only evocative if you know about it ahead of time. Debussy and Ravel’s 
depiction of water certainly sounds like water to our western ears, but 
Messiaen’s passage in Le Courlis Cendré that represents the sea sur- rounding 
the island of Ouessent, France is more like a cubist’s vision of water. PICASSO 
IS CERTAIN. HE IS IN THIS HOUSE. HE SPEAKS TO US. The depiction of 
the fog as loud, heavy chords has an overtly modernist bent. It makes sense only 
in its relation to Messiaen’s depiction of NICHT. As the earth turns, there is 
always a place that falls into the darkness of NICHT. The depiction of NICHT as 
merely the disappearance of the fog is logically correct. NICHT is an absence of 
JOUR - as cold is merely an absence of heat. As the sun sets on the island of 
Oussant, our exotic friends are still awake. (see Ap- pendix A, right now) It is 
cold on the island of Oussant. PICASSO WEARS A JACKET IN FRANCE. IT 
IS MADE OF WOOL AND HAS TWO POCKETS. HE PULLS OUT A 
CANVAS AND BEGINS TO TYPE ON HIS HAND HELD COMPUTER. HE 
SAYS BRB THXLUVUBYEEEE. Like the birds, we are all happily angry and 
dutifully sad. The author feels obliged to speak for you and will continue to do 
so.  

At this point Mr. Lombardo walks in from stage left and asks for everyone to 
please mind the body parts in the walkways. They are for decorative purposes 
and should not be touched lest they be awaken from their DEATH SLUMBER. 
After a long pause he shouts, “If the owner does not bring witnesses to identify 
the lost article, he is an evil-doer, he has tra- duced, and shall be put to 
DEATH.” As he leaves the stage, his footsteps echo for what seems like an 
eternity. If you blink more than THRICE during the intermission there is a 
strong chance that you may miss Mr. Lombardo’s bit, but you will hear his 
footsteps long into the night - perhaps for the rest of your life. He whispers to 
me when I play Feldman. He is sad for your loss. He is unfalsifiable.  

Mari was an ancient Sumerian and Amorite city, located near the Euphrates in 
what is now Tell Hariri, Syria. What was once a flourishing city for thousands of 
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years (2900 BC until 1759 BC) is now a ruin after being sacked by Hammurabi, 
the sixth king of Babylon. He penned The Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian 
law code consisting of 282 laws. It is one of the first written codes of law in 
recorded history. On display at the Louvre in Paris, it is inscribed in stone in 
the Akkadian language using cuneiform script. Feldman’s work is like a late 
20th century echo of a once bustling city. Like the cosmic microwave 
background that is all around us, remnants of the mysterious quantum 
fluctuation that BEGAN THIS WHOLE THING, we hear a sonic rendition of a 
city that existed 4.85531 times longer than the United States of America has 
been a sovereign nation.  

 Near the center of the city of Mari was the royal palace of Zimri-Lim, a 
king of Mari. This palace contained more than 300 rooms. As the pianist in front 
of you plays, our nemesis Mr. Lombardo is escorting him through these rooms. 
You can hear his footsteps, still. The pianist in front of you and Mr. Lombardo 
have constructed each measure of the piece as one of the many rooms. Some of 
the extra measures account for rooms that are revisited later on in the tour of 
the palace of Zimri-Lim. The meter of each bar refers to the abstract 
dimensions of each room. Some are large (3/2) like living rooms, some are small 
(3/16) like closets. Every time a single note is played it is because Mr. Lombardo 
lights a candle so he can see where he is taking me. He has to light many. Every 
time a chord is played it is because Mr. Lombardo is exhaling. After a while I get 
used to the smell of the candle wax and burning wick. I start to smell the cool 
breeze of the ancient air. It’s musky and dry, like a tarp that has been covering a 
rusted broken down truck in a salvage yard. Sometimes I step on a broken piece 
of pottery. Mr. Lombardo warns me not to touch anything. I can’t make out his 
face. When he turns around to face me, it looks as if he is still facing away. His 
skin has no color, or even an absence of color. His hat is pointed, but I can’t see 
the point. When he smiles, I only see his teeth.  

 In every room we pass Mr. Lombardo puts a gun to my head. And every 
time he makes me read from a stone slab that has on it the Code of Hammurabi. 
I whisper to myself, trem- bling... If anyone brings an accusation against a man, 
and the accused goes to the river and leaps into the river, if he sinks in the river 
his accuser shall take possession of his house. But if the river proves that the 
accused is not guilty, and he escapes unhurt, then he who had brought the 
accusation shall be put to DEATH, while he who leaped into the river shall take 
possession of the house that had belonged to his accuser. If anyone ensnares 
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another, putting a ban upon him, but he cannot prove it, then he that ensnared 
him shall be put to DEATH. If anyone brings an accusation of any crime before 
the elders, and does not prove what he has charged, he shall, if a captial offense 
is charged, be put to DEATH. If a son strikes his father, his hands shall be hewn 
off. If a man puts out the eye of an equal, his eye shall be put out. If the slave of 
a freed man strikes the body of a freed man, his ear shall be cut off. If 
conspirators meet in the house of a tavern-keeper, and these conspirators are 
not captured and delivered to the court, the tavern-keeper shall be put to 
DEATH............  

 After Hammurabi turned on his friend Zimri-Lim and destroyed Mari, it 
was inhabited sporadically by Assyrians, Babylonians and Persians. The city 
remained a village until the arrival of the Greeks, and vanished from history 
thereafter. Praise He who does not sleep. Glory to Him who does not die.  

 There is a version of Vertige and Der Zauberlehrling for player piano 
coded by Ligeti himself. On the player roll, one can see all the descending 
chromatic lines. The first page of the score on the player roll looks like a 
spinning barber pole, which is a derivation of a cut umbilical cord. The sordid 
history of barber poles aside, the history of the human hand considering 
present context (see Appendix B) is likely to be more relevant.  

 Unlike a player piano roll, we mere humans only come with eight fingers 
of varying length and two thumbs. A hand is a prehensile, multi-fingered body 
part located at the end of an arm or forelimb of primates such as humans, 
chimpanzees, monkeys, and lemurs. A few other vertebrates such as the koala 
are often described as having either “hands” or “paws” on their front limbs. The 
fingertips contain some of the densest areas of nerve endings on the body, are 
the richest source of tactile feedback, and have the greatest positioning capa- 
bility of the body; thus the sense of touch is intimately associated with hands. 
Like other paired organs, each hand is dominantly controlled by the opposing 
brain hemisphere, and thus handedness, or preferred hand choice for single-
handed activities such as writing with a pen, reflects a significant individual 
trait.  

 The fact that we have hands at all is beautiful. They are the tools behind 
the greatest of human achievements and transgressions. They are tools for 
expressing intimacy, inflicting pain, supplementing speech, operating vehicles, 
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constructing buildings, wiring explosives, firing weapons, writing letters, 
connecting a gymnast to her uneven bars, holding cups, planning wars, 
signaling for help, wielding knives, heavy petting (see Appendix B).  

 The human hand has 27 bones: the wrist accounts for eight, the palms 
have five, and the rest are the digital bones. ‘Some Lovers Try Positions That 
They Can’t Handle’ is a pneu- monic device used to recall the eight bones of 
the wrist whilst making human anatomy fun! The articulation of the human 
hand is more complex and delicate than that of comparable organs in any other 
animal. Without this we would not be able to do things like build ma- chines 
that build circuit boards, throw ninja stars, film documentaries, make protest 
signs that sling hate speech, make protest signs that claim political wrongdoing, 
drop Visine® in our eyes, roll a cigarette with one hand while playing ping pong 
with the other, amputate someone else’s hand, hand over cash to a prostitute, 
communicate with those who can’t hear, make shadow puppets, julienne 
carrots, commit murder, write literature, masturbate, scratch an itch, swim from 
the sharks, collect honey, drive race cars, sharpen pencils, use a rotary phone, 
tag sound walls by highways, build protestant churches, transplant palm trees, 
write the incorrect use of their, they’re or there, commit adultery, turn the pages 
of these program notes, learn etudes by Chopin, sell malware, troll the internets, 
use a loudspeaker......  

 A player piano roll can’t do these things. It has a single function and it 
performs this func- tion reliably. The human hand is capable of much more, 
while also not as reliable. It’s es- sentially impossible for us to play a single note 
the exact same every time. In the case of music that is dense and complex, the 
degree of possible outcomes is dizzying; more than there are atoms in a star. 
The player piano roll is a sheet of paper with holes in it. The hu- man hand is 
imbued with a dense network of nerves connected to other parts of the body 
that have been in directionless evolutionary development for billions of years to 
adapt to conditions more numerous than we can fully grasp. (See Appendix B) 
The player piano roll version of any piece is like a statue. My rendition is the 
result of an interpretation of text, peppered with the struggle of dealing with 
the awkwardness of my body in relation to the piano, heavily salted by my 
personal history, the state of politics, the zeitgeist, my failures, lottery winnings, 
love affairs, the pain in my fingertips, feelings of emptiness, feelings of 
fulfillment... Without much effort, just by sheer fact of experiencing, you bear 
witness in the most indirect way my most private secrets.  
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 Without lending proper respect to the human hand there would be no 
flurry of notes to be appreciated. Of the myriad things I chose to do with my 
hands, I decided to play the piano. It is impossible for me to know what it is 
that you enjoy about music, but it is important to me that while you sit 
comfortably and enjoy my work that you also don’t forget the sub- liminal 
reality that seems to be suspended when you expect to be entertained. Where 
we are is often dictated by our actions. You decided to attend my recital this 
evening. Thank you. But now I want you to think about your chores. How full is 
that laundry hamper? Your dog probably needs to be let out. You probably left 
the stove on this time. And your headlights. Unfortunately my jumper cables are 
at home. It might be time to think about going to the gym. It might also be time 
to cancel that gym membership. Your FICA score has dropped below 700. That 
neighbor you are suspicious of really is a terrorist. Really. Your babysit- ter has 
her boyfriend in your shower. Relax – it’s just a divorce. You came into this 
world with the guarantee that someone, somewhere on the planet wants you 
dead. Your paranoia is justified. Mr. Lombardo sends his regards. I want you to 
know my feelings for you are real. It’s just the impulse that isn’t. I’m trapped 
inside these pages. Please help me. There isn’t much time left.........  

Have a wonderful evening and thank you (see Appendix D) for showing your 
support.  

Brendan D. Nguyen February 16, 2011  



APPENDIX B 

The Seven Tragedies of Space Travel 
A multi-media piano opera for multiple spaces in three acts 

by Brendan Nguyen 

New Works by 
Aaron Helgeson 
Nicholas Deyoe 
Clint McCallum 
Joe Mariglio 

And Works by 
Jean-Philippe Rameau 

Franz Schubert 

***************************** 
“There is nothing new in this world except for the history 
you do not know.” 
 Harry S. Truman 

Ginkgo bilobas are a unique species of tree: it is widely 
cultivated; introduced to many parts of the world since an 
early period in human history; used by humans as food; used 
in traditional medicine; and has very few living relatives. 

It is 15:53:05:42, April 29, 1975 and a seed falls from an 
unspecified branch of an unspecified large gynoecious 
ginkgo biloba in an unspecified country in an unspecified 
part of the world. The fan shaped leaves of the ginkgo tree 
rustle violently when a hand-shaped Northwesterly wind 
catches the seed on its descent. From this unknown 
territory the seed travels for thousands of miles, enough 
to circle the globe several times. It flies through 
mountain valleys, between skyscrapers in Beijing, swimming 
alongside creatures in the abysses of the Pacific, through 
the ghettoes of Rio de Janeiro, down bottomless icy chasms 
of glaciers, at least one trip around the moon, and that 
mysterious knock on your front door last week? - most 
likely the seed hoping to greet you… By the gentle hand of 
the furious Northwesterly wind it finds its place of rest 
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atop a remote cliffside in Europe.  Our seed takes root 
just steps away from this cliffside overlooking a vast 
forest. It takes root despite there being very little 
precipitation or adequate soil; there is no nearby plant 
life - just boulders and rocks.. 

The seed’s journey takes no longer than one rotation of the 
Earth. It is now 13:32:45:02, April 30, 1975 and Saigon, 
Vietnam falls to communist rule... 

***************************** 

ACT ONE 

[The Performer begins to play movements from suites by 
Jean-Philippe Rameau] 

Then Star Wars makes its cinematic debut. 

Elvis Presley dies. 

It snows in the Sahara Desert. 

Robert Mugabe is named president of Zimbabwe. 

Bucks Fizz wins the Eurovision Song Contest with ‘Making 
Your Mind Up.’ 

The Falklands War begins. 

A new generation of Vietnamese-Americans is born. 

The Red Hot Chilli Peppers launch their first album. 

‘Back to the Future’ comes out to theaters. 

Microsoft releases Windows 2.1. 

Fall of the Berlin Wall. 

A curfew is imposed on black townships in South Africa, 
after fighting between rival political gangs kills 49. 

Boris Yeltsin announces that Russia will stop targeting 
United States cities with nuclear weapons. 
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The Euro Disney Resort, aka Disneyland Paris, opens. 

Bill Clinton becomes President of the USA. 

Silvio Berlusconi’s right-wing coalition wins the Italian 
general election. 

Jacques Chirac is elected president of France. 

The Dunblane massacre. 

The Omagh bombing. 

White supremacist John William King is found guilty of 
kidnapping and killing African American James Byrd Jr by 
dragging him behind a truck for two miles. 

Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace is released. 

Dr. Harold Shipman is found guilty of murdering 15 
patients. 

Two planes fly into the World Trade Center in New York. 

The United States declares a war on terror. 

Euro notes and coins are issued for the first time across 
Europe. 

Facebook is founded. 

France experiences violent civil unrest through a series of 
riots by North African Arabs of Algerian, Tunisian and 
Moroccan heritage. 

***************************** 

[The Performer begins playing Schubert Sonata in B-flat 
Major] 
[During movement II a video begins that lasts the duration 
of the movement. A close of up of ocean water rippling in 
the middle of the ocean gradually pans up to reveal a boat. 
The image then slowly pans right to reveal the Performer 
staring at but past the camera. It passes the Performer, 
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then pans slowly back to reveal that the Performer has a 
gun to his head… fade to black.] 

***************************** 

[The Performer begins playing Olivier Messiaen's "Regards 
de l'Esprit de joie" from Vingt regards sur l'enfant-jésus] 

END ACT ONE 

[The Aliens come out with LED rope lights and herd the 
audience to the courtyard for ACT TWO] 

***************************** 

ACT TWO 

[Audience will enjoy food and beverage for one hour in the 
courtyard.] 

[It will be made clear that this is the only opportunity 
for guests to use the facilities.] 

[Food will be Vietnamese and American Fusion.] 

[Servers will only communicate with audience members in 
Vietnamese using just a small handful of phrases. The 
struggle in communication between servers and audience 
members is desirable.] 

[When ACT THREE preparations are ready the Aliens will make 
a return to the courtyard with the LED rope lights and herd 
guests to the Black Box.] 

***************************** 

ACT THREE 

… It is 20:35:32:50, December 5, 2006 and a young man is 
cutting oranges in the kitchen of a home by a river in the 
Netherlands. As he slices, the rind of the fruit sprays its 
oils into the air, filling his nostrils with scent. He 
hears the murmur of the television in the other room and 
catches glimpses of the flickering screen in his periphery. 
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He is emotionless and weary from a long day of work. Some 
fleeting thoughts pass through his mind…  

“What time should I take the tram tomorrow morning?” 
“I hope the laundry machine will get fixed today.” 
“My parents are probably expecting a phone call.” 
“Where is my cell phone?” 
“I am losing my appetite.” 
“instead of slicing this orange…  
maybe I should just slice my wrist…” 

He stops breathing for a moment… He drops the small, 
inadequate paring knife and cautiously pushes the cutting 
board away. He leaves the kitchen and walks calmly towards 
the shower. He pulls his grey t-shirt over his head and 
drops it to the floor. His black shorts fall to the ground 
as he steps out of them and into the cold running water. 

He rests his head against the wall of the shower. 

He shivers from the icy cold water. 

He begins to weep. 

He is not sad. 

Several weeks later, it is 9:45:32:08 January 14, 2007 and 
he finds himself in an infinity cave that is all black. At 
the very center of this limitless room an invisible moon 
seems to be the only source of light spotlighting a 
floating, wooden slab. He walks over and finds a grotesque 
figure laying upon it. It is shaped like a human, but 
appears to be made of seaweed and kelp. It’s arms and legs 
are shackled to the wooden slab as if it were being 
prepared for torture.  

He finds the figure menacing. He approaches it with 
trepidation. As he gets closer, he looks in his hand and 
finds he is wielding a blade made of silver. 

A loud ubiquitous voice thunders throughout the endless 
hall and in his skull. It says to him, “This is why you are 
the way you are… the stench of the sea is in your veins. 
You may kill it anytime. Or you can leave it here and while 
it remains captive you will have to acknowledge its 
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presence. If it is ever set free you will surely die.” He 
quickly draws the blade and thrusts is towards the creature 
- but stops just millimeters from its neck. He trembles… 
The moonlight disappears and just as quickly he finds 
himself in the kitchen. There are orange slices on the 
cutting board. 

The very next morning the young man rides his bicycle far 
away from the city passing fields of wheat, coastlines 
along the cold Atlantic, and rolling dune-like hills. He 
packs no water, no food, and rides continuously throughout 
the day. He comes upon a cliffside. A very familiar feeling 
of remorse comes over him as he steps off the bicycle, 
gently laying it down on its side. He walks cautiously 
toward the cliff. There is an updraft that blows the long 
hair from his face. Staring out into the West he can see 
the sun set. The border between night and day could almost 
be traced with a fine pen as it wipes down and away into 
the distance. His heart races as he steps closer to the 
edge. He takes one glance down and mutters to himself 
something unutterable, unexplainable… an expression of 
emptiness. 

The voice speaks from the sky: “One day, this will no 
longer be. One day, you will return to the cosmic soup. One 
day, there will be no days.” 

He tries to escape this unfortunate reality… in his mind’s 
eye he imagines a machine that will extend all of his nerve 
endings to reach vast distances in space; the nerve endings 
that feel heat, pain, and love, out into space in all 
directions. In his mind's eye he foresses the slavery of 
the highest order: Trillions of human beings working 
tirelessly to create this machine for millennia. He greets 
new planets, new stars. He loves them with his light-years 
long central nervous system. The branches of the machine 
are an extension of his expression. He devours the planets 
he loves the most. He devours the stars he despises. He no 
longer experiences the minute fractions of seconds. He 
strums the arms of galaxies to create beautiful music only 
he can hear. What were just passing moments before he now 
experiences in galactic years…  

… all of this for the idea that the most painless way to 
die is to know that you’ll live forever… an abomination. 
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… but there is no machine. 

Just a young man on a cliff…  

He gives in to the pull of the planet’s mass. The wind 
whips him about. He ceases to experience time. The effects 
of gravity disappear in his intestine and the inside of his 
eyelids are all he can see… 

volcanoes erupt… 

entire oceans evaporate… 

on a planet 9.875 billion light years away a creature 
screams for forgiveness… 

stars explode… 

galaxies collide… 

the large-scale structures of the universe expand like a 
single cosmic inhalation… 

our future non-selves smile in the bliss of not-being… 

the last particles of light fly to the endless void of the 
unknown… 

into the ubiquitous and farthest extent of the unfamiliar… 

the last sips of a cosmic soup… 

… an eternity passes by… 

***************************** 

EPILOGUE 

He opens his eyes. His legs are dangling over the edge of 
the cliff. He is seated comfortably. His breathing: 
relaxed. There is a hint of a smile in the corner of his 
mouth. The foreign landscape is lit by the moon. He looks 
ahead: a desert of tree tops. He looks to his right: large 
boulders. To his left: more boulders… except for one tiny 
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little tree growing just a few steps from the edge of the 
cliff… a small tree but a few feet in height and with 
sparingly leaved branches. Its distant cousins are probably 
much larger; in its solitude as one tree among many rocks 
it is mighty… 

21:30:05:23 on April the 13th, 2012. Armageddon is still a 
distant and unforeseeable future. How does one know this? 

Because the story of the tree is a falsehood. The long 
journey undertaken by the original seed cannot be proven 
nor disproven, so accounts of it may be disregarded as 
quickly as they are brought up. It is merely a fable of a 
young man who tried to die to understand. When he realized 
that he, too, was the Northwesterly wind making its way 
about the globe it became apparent that there was no one 
mighty tree… 

Because on the cliff of oblivion… 

There are trillions… 

***************************** 

El Dorado, by Barry Brinegar of David's Pegasus 

we've finally made it 
and the streets are paved with gold 
everyone's naked 
everything's wonderful 
it's like chicken soup for the devil's soul 
I'm with virgins all the time 
in a city of gold 

There's been a lot of folks searching for you 
they don't know 
maybe you just never existed at all 

el dorado 
you're a city of gold in the sky 
we would follow your siren call 
up to heaven 

people say that there's gotta be a better place 
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they don't know 
the promised land is a promise that's so hard to keep 
hard to keep 

people say that there's gotta be a better place 
they don't know 
maybe you just never existed at all... at all 



APPENDIX C 

This is the text and script for the [REDACTED] show.  

'Q#' refers to the audio queue to be triggered. 

ACT 1 - The Meditation

[LIGHTS UP]
[BRNDN WALKS TO THE PIANO]
[APPLAUSE]
[BRNDN GETS SEATED]
[LIGHTS FADE OUT - 8-10 second fade]

Q# 1 - "TABULA RASA" { 10'00" }

Welcome

Please take this moment to turn your phones off completely, as even the 
quietest vibrations will resonate throughout the hall. Go ahead, I will give 
you 20 seconds to complete this task.

20, 19, 18, 17… 3, 2… 1. 

Thank you for your cooperation.

Now, please, just sit back - find a comfortable position - listen to the 
sound of my voice - and allow yourself to be guided through the 
remainder of this short hour we have together. 

This is all you need to do.

There is no need to worry about your obligations.

No need to dwell on the past.

As I count to four, take a deep breath in through your belly - 
and as I count backward from four, exhale completely -

Take a breath -
One.
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Two.  
Three.
Four.

Hold.

Exhale - Four.
Three.
Two.
One.

Inhale on
One. Two. Three. Four.
And Hold. Exhale 
Four. Three. Two. One.

Now continue in this manner at your own pace, until you are breathing in 
the most natural way.

While you do so, I'd like you to notice the depth of this hall -
the roundness of this proscenium.

Feel the air stirring gently
against your face,
and your bare hands.

Notice the person sitting in front of the piano.
notice how your perspective from where you are seated is uniquely 

yours.
how it has always been that way.
notice how the piano is situated from your perspective.
trace the curves of the instrument with your eyes.
follow the rise and fall of the corners, how a curve will meet with a 

corner, 
then another corner, and then ride along another curve.

I invite you, in your own time, to allow your eyelids to become heavy.
no need to force them closed.
just allow the lids to comfortably rest upon the bottom of your eyes.
and allow your eyes to soften in their place.
allow your shoulders to soften.
allow your belly to soften.
allow your legs and feet to soften.
allow how you engage with this moment to soften.
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[PAUSE]

As you can see through the darkness,
You can still see the gentle play of light filtering through your 

eyelids.

Allow the moment to carry you,
to float away from the cloud of your incessant thoughts.
have a sense that you are gently floating above where you lie 

scattered.
from, people, places, ideas, concerns.
allow them to become hazy as you distance yourself from them.
let

Sit back into the arms of this present moment.
With its sensations and sounds.
Letting them be there.
And let the present moment support you.
It asks nothing of you.
It demands nothing from you.
It accepts you simply for who you are,
no more, no less.
as you breathe with the present moment
allow it to come to you
each moment unfolding like the petals of a flower.
Each moment afresh.
No need to move towards it.
Allowing each moment to gently unfurl as you sit back and allow 

yourself 
to be held, supported by the present moment.

No need to do, no need to be ready to move forward.
Allowing yourself just to be with this moment.
As it is no more, no less.
And become aware of what happens 
when you allow yourself to just be.
allow
to
each
be
pre
low
mom
sit
breathe
haze
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dist
break

stomp

lone

pivot

star

candle

… [AD LIB, voice fades out, while ambient sound continues]

BACH - Prelude and Fugue in E Minor, WTC I { 4'00" }
[LIGHTS SLOWLY COME UP AS BACH STARTS - 10-15 second fade]

[ambient sound from "The Meditation" fades out - 20-30 seconds]

BERIO - Sequenza IV, for piano { 11'00" }
[begin just before Bach cadences]

Q#2 - "Breathe" [short reminders for the audience to breath]
Q#3 - "Collapsing Syntax" [fade from nothing continuation of the end of "The 
Meditation" - nonsense syllables]

ACT 2 - 

LISZT - Trascendental Étude XII. - Chasse neige { ca. 6'00" }

Q#4 - "Minor Degredation" [The final measures of the Liszt are repeated, 
gradually falling in pitch, losing quality of sound, fading into obscurity]

LAURENCE CRANE - Derridas No. 1 - Jaques Derrida goes to a nightclub 
{ 3'30" }

SCIARRINO - Sonate V { 17'00" }

EPILOGUE

LAURENCE CRANE - Three Pieces for James Clapperton - No. 2 { 4'30'' }

Q#5 - "Special Thanks"
Before this all ends, I'd like to thank a few people.
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Jason Ponce - for developing and constructing the invisible 
machine that runs this show

Emily Jankowski - recording engineer

Jessica Flores and the production staff - for years of putting up with 
my bull shit

Aleck Karis - for providing much needed musical, intellectual, and 
emotional support for the past seven years

And to My Parents - for your support, patience, and endless love.

Q#6 - "Count Down Introduction" 

Now, from the count of ten,
you may disengage from this experience,
and enjoy the rest of your evening.

Q#7 - "The Countdown"
[LIGHTS FADE OUT]

Ten
Nine
Eight
Seven
Six
Five
Four
Three
Two
One

[LIGHTS OUT]
[APPLAUSE]

Q#8 - "Music" - [exit music from a playlist] 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