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Abstract
Bits torn from words
by
Peter Seajong Shin
Doctor of Philosophy in Music
University of California, Berkeley
Professor Myra Melford, Chair

Bits torn from words examines the mental health condition of generalized anxiety disorder — how the
dread of even the most inconsequential circumstances feels gargantuanly out of proportion to its relative
impact. In expanded song form, voices traverse through wavering pitches, surrendered exclamations, and
quivering breaths, all conveying the vivid manifestations of anxiety in the body and psyche. The title comes
from the opening pages of Dictee (1982) by the pioneering Korean American conceptual artist Theresa
Hak Kyung Cha (1951-82). Through intricate diagrams and vivid prose, Cha illustrates the visceral

phenomenology of vocalization, and the yearning to say and be heard.

In the first movement, Reach across oceans (intro), a soloist desperately wails into the expanse in an
attempt to reach another. Evoking pansori, this Korean vocal tradition nearly requires damage to the vocal
cords in such a way to produce a uniquely raw and soul-wrenching intensity. In the second movement,

I'm terrible at making decisions (refrain), the mental fatigue of facing infinite options is expressed through a
repetitive torrent of utterances. The third movement, Notice how your body spreads like water (post-refrain),
comes from Yoga nidra, a guided meditation practice for the purposes of sleep and relieving stress which
often helps me to find a place allowing the ability to rest. The fourth movement, GaNaDaRaMaBaSa
AJaChaKalaPaHa (bridge), concentrates on the 14 consonants of the Korean alphabet, the very roots and
building blocks of the language through aspirated articulations layered in chained suspensions. From here,
the beginning of the picce returns in this fifth movement, embracing our coexistence with the natural ebb

and flow of anxiety in our consciousness.

Finally, the last movement poses the question: “If. did happen, how bad would it be?”
Taken from a worksheet from my therapist on disputing irrational anxieties, the question serves as a space
for introspection and mindfulness, to be more compassionate with ourselves, to comfort and to nourish. Ific

doesn’t go perfectly, if it doesn’t pan out, and so on and so forth... how bad would it be?



Bits torn from words

for 8 voices

2019-22 (rev. 2023)

Bits torn from words was commissioned for the ACF CONNECT, a program of the

American Composers Forum. Written for and premiered by Roomful of Teeth.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Lyrics/ Text p. i
Dissertation/Musical Score p1
MOVEMENTS
LTm happy (50l0) ... p-2|m. 1]0:00
I I'm terrible ac making decisions (refrain) p-7 | m. 35| 3:00
I1I. Notice how your body spreads like water (post-refrain) p- 18| m. 80| 4:57
IV. GaNaDaRaMaBaSaAJaChaKaTaPaHa (bridge) ... ... ... . P38 | m. 148 | 8:22
V.Tmhappy (reprise) P53 |m. 217
VL If did happen, how bad would it be? (outra)  p.70|m. 282 12:40

Bits torn from words was recorded on Roomful of Teeth'’s scudio album, Rough Magic (released
by New Amsterdam Records on May 5, 2023), which won the Grammy Award for Best Small

Ensemble Performance in 2024.

Note: Several pages were modified to fit the 1-inch margins of the dissertation guidelines.



I. Reach across oceans (7ntro)

i'm happy
im happy
i'm happy
i'm happy to go with the—



IL. I'm terrible at making decisions (refrain)

flow

the flow

i'm happy to go with the flow
i'm happy to go with

the flow

is that okay with (x4)

You?

flow

flow

is that okay with You?

is that oh u oh u okay okay is that oh
oh is that oh oh

oh is that oh oh

ohis thatohuohuuu

flow

with You? (x14)
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III. Notice how your body spreads like water (post-refrain)
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IV. GaNaDaRaMaBaSa AJaChaKaTaPaHa (bridge)
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V. Reach across oceans (reprise)

i'm happy

im happy

i'm happy

i'm happy to go with the—
flow

the flow

i'm happy to go with the flow
im happy to go with

the flow

is that okay with (x4)

You?

with You?

with You?

with You?

is that okay with You?
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VL If did happen, how bad would it be? (outro)

...how bad would it be?
...how bad would it be? (...would it be?)
...howbad...?

— Peter S. Shin
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FULL SCORE

Bits torn from words

for 8 voices
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Bits torn from words

for 8 voices

L. I'm happy (intro)

PETER S. SHIN

(b.1991)

With all the time in the world ( R 54)
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SHIN - Bits torn from words
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IL I'm terrible at making decisions (refrain)

like shouting across the Appalachians
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IV. GaNaDaRaMaBaSaAJaChaKaTaPaHa (bridge)
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Grace Note Phrase: Over the course of each phrase, exaggerate vowels and transition smooothly from the starting word — "oh" —"u" — "m

Tremolo Phras:

repeat word ad lib., oscillate between varying speeds
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