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“As I delved into the operetta, I 
loved not only the tunes, but also 
the idea of  the masquerade, and 
the issue of  identity”

You have a strong electroacoustic approach when it comes 
to composition, this leads to pieces being performed along 
side the sounds of animals and coal mine machinery. Do 
you sample these sounds yourself? What is the process of 
collecting these sounds and integrating them into your 
music?

While I still love composing purely acoustic pieces, I have 
also developed a practice involving digital processing of 
sounds from a multitude of sources, and often combine them 
with acoustic instruments. The process is very varied - for 
instance, I harvested sounds in Eaglesnest Coal Mine in Twi-
light, West VA for my COAL folk oratorio. On the other hand, 
I worked with the Macaulay Natural Sound Library at Cornell 
University for the animals sounds in my Singing the Blue 
Ridge (mezzo, baritone, orchestra and electronics made from 
wild animal calls). And again, I recorded local weaver Jan Rus-
sell working at wooden looms from my Penelope’s Song for 
solo instrument and electronics inspired by the story of Ul-
ysses, but from Penelope’s point of view.
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“Fledermaus Fantasy” is a piece inspired by the operetta, Die Fledermaus, by Jo-
hann Strauss. What is it you love about Die Fledermaus that drove you to 
compose an entire fantasy based on it?

‘Fledermaus Fantasy’ was commissioned by the Irish violinist Karen Murray, who 
lives in Vienna. As I delved into the operetta, I loved not only the tunes, but also the 
idea of the masquerade, and the issue of identity: who is beneath the mask? How is 
that communicated?  Also, Karen Murray is a wonderful virtuoso, and I was able to 
embroider the tunes with intricate designs, sometimes adding to the cloth in new 
ways, as in the cadenza for the Czardas.

“Spring Tides” is a piece for amplified flute, clarinet, violin, cello, piano, & 
interactive electronics. It also is performed with choreography by Katharine 
Birdsall. When you were writing “Spring Tides” was there any back and forth or 
influence between you and Katharine? Did the music shape the choreography or 
vise versa?
In the case of ‘Spring Tides,’ Katharine Birdsall heard the music after it was already 
complete. The piece was commissioned for Da Capo Chamber Players with support 
from the Virginia Commission for the Arts, and premiered by them at Merkin Hall in 
NYC. Katharine created a very inventive choreography for the piece, which she 
performed in Charlottesville on our TechnoSonics festival and later in Mexico.

“On the one hand, I 
could compose patterns 
for the robot arms that 
humans could not do, 
on the other, these all 
had to be programmed”



“Sic Transit” is a fascinating piece written for a 
percussionist and six percussion robot arms or 
CADI (Configurable Automatic Drumming 
Instrument). Since you were writing parts to be 
played by a machine were you able to write more 
freely and not worry about human limitations? Or 
was it more difficult?

‘Sic Transit’ was a complicated piece to compose, 
both for the solo percussionist (the terrific I-Jen 
Fang) and for the robot arms. On the one hand, I 
could compose patterns for the robot arms that 
humans could not do, on the other, these all had to 
be programmed, including sections where I wanted 
there to be some flexibility in what they played. And, 
in addition to composing the solo percussion part, I 
had to work through how the live and robotic parts 
would interact.

What composer or artist are you really into right 
now? Who is currently on the top of your itunes 
playlist? 

Well, that’s a difficult question, because it changes 
so often. 
But, right now: 
Trent Reznor and Kaija Saariaho...world apart, but 
both tremendously imaginative.  Also, for my 
songwriting class, Randy Newman and Roy Orbison!

I-Jen Fang performing “Sic “Transit”
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