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I am pursuing a doctorate for two main reasons: improving my compositional style and 
developing my research interests. These two areas are really one connected whole; each is the inverse 
of the other. The way I experience music is deeply connected to the way I experience the world. The 
experiences, artworks, and objects most meaningful to me have intuitive, synesthetic ties to things or 
ideas outside of themselves, ties that I feel viscerally and spontaneously. When I compose I use these 
intuitive connections as the basis for pieces, working to evoke the unspoken ideas as clearly and 
powerfully as possible through the written music. Similarly, the meaning I find in other composers’ 
works stems from the instinctive connections I sense between the music and something outside of it. 
One of my goals for doctoral study is to develop a theory of musical meaning that accounts for these 
instinctual associations, to understand their relationship to the way that the brain processes and stores 
information, and to use this theory to formalize a set of compositional procedures that I have been 
using instinctively all my life. In undertaking this project I also hope to better understand my own 
compositional work and goals, speak to which pieces I feel are most successful and why, and evoke 
these synesthetic connections more strongly in the future.  

Princeton University would be a great fit for me for a number of reasons. There is something 
incredibly special about the music being produced at Princeton, both by faculty and students, even 
among the places to which I’m applying. The combination of innovative, fascinating experimentation 
with the absence of pedagogical or stylistic dogma so accurately encapsulates what is most special 
and admirable about American composition but is incredibly rare in the international new music 
world. I have been fortunate to attend two Princeton Sound Kitchen concerts, and each time I was 
overwhelmed by the ingenuity of the writing and the meaning-saturated impact of the works. At the 
most recent concert I attended, Tom Morrison’s quartet had the rare and powerful effect of tripping 
my synesthesia to the point that it took over my vision while my eyes were open - for just a moment 
during the piece I was hovering alone over a sunny northern sea amongst shrinking pieces of floating 
ice. Now, when I call back the memory of the piece, I don’t see the hall or the performers, I see that 
particular scene out at sea, as if I had actually been there. It probably goes without saying that it’s 
important to me to study at an institution where I am inspired by the work produced by my 
colleagues and teachers. But more to the point, Princeton is a place where I know I would have the 
guidance I need to develop my compositional style, and becoming a more effective composer is first 
and foremost the reason for my desire for more training within a doctoral program. 

The nature of accolade-collecting contest culture, age limits on opportunities, tight funding 
limits within academic degrees, and in some places such as France, an imposed stylistic dogma, all 
make it seem like there is pressure to hurry up and “find” ones style by one’s late twenties. Despite 
these pressures and without wishing to undercut my skills and progress, I can emphatically assert that 
this tree is in its most nascent stages of growth. If my goal was simply well-crafted music, I could 
probably already declare my necessary formal studies concluded, save for the inevitable refinement 
one’s style enjoys over time due to simply producing a lot of works. Rather, I recognize that I have 
much learning and practicing to do before I come into compositional maturity. In the portfolio I’ve 
included in this application you can hear the first roots of what I believe will be my style. Before my 
official portfolio works is a video I’ve made about my process which contains a number of clips of 
music. The reason I’d like you to watch this video first is, on one hand, to show the extramusical 
synergy of which my music is capable—to take you away from black markings on a white page as 
you listen, as I believe the visual information our bodies take in as we are listening has a profound 
effect on the meaning we take away from the listening experience. In addition, this video will show 
you a number of individual moments of which I’m truly proud—moments in which you can hear 
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what I’m interested in and where I am going musically. These are moments where I’ve been bold 
enough to venture further into abstraction, relying on the context given by the rest of the piece to 
orient the listener during these more adventurous forays. I’m realizing now, however, that it is these 
forays that hold the mystery and meaning of the work. In general my most successful pieces and 
sections thereof rely on gesture and texture more than on musical themes to drive expectation and 
drama. They also possess thicker, more unusual and often microtonal harmonies with a more abstract 
connection to expected tonal implications. I would like to push my compositional style further into 
abstraction while maintaining its connection to meaning and ideas that reside outside of the work. 
This is not to say that I feel the need to completely do away with more concrete or traditional 
elements; in fact, sometimes it’s the way the music grates against the past that produces the new and 
meaningful.  

The first official piece in my application portfolio, The Arborist, the Alchemist, exemplifies 
this grating against the past. The music wafts freely on a continuum of abstraction in a sort of rapid-
fire tableau form. The composition is an example of a typical procedure for me in which a piece is 
inspired by a collection of non-musical things and works to evoke these things, and the underlying 
associations and synergy they share, in the listener. In this work, old music (or faux old music) 
produces new meaning in a similar way that creative and uncanny production design might do in a 
period horror film.  

The second portfolio work, my string quartet Un fond d’un paysage triste et glacé, was 
inspired by Debussy’s prelude Des pas sur la neige, whose essence I understand as a state of 
consciousness metaphor, moving between extremes of alertness and reverie. Once I had a clear image 
of that, I began my composition, expanding the roughly four minutes of the prelude into a fourteen 
minute string quartet. Some elements of Debussy’s music appear in my quartet as quotations or 
transformations of the original, but other methods of imitating were more abstract. This is one of my 
most successful pieces in that the level of abstraction achieved in the music gets closer to an ineffable 
Platonic form than a more concrete, melody-driven piece with clear metric hierarchies could, yet its 
more abstract writing never loses the link to the Idea. 

I believe my compositions possess a number of strengths, including an intuitive ability to 
shape drama and expectation through time and to evoke the styles of other composers, an ear for 
complex harmony and the subtle manipulation of lines through voice leading, the ability to create and 
transform memorable melodies, and a foundation of well-developed orchestration skills. The 
foundation of fundamentals is strong and ready for stylistic growth during doctoral study. 

In regards to my research interests, I see cross-modal connections in artworks as falling into 
three broad categories: metaphors of the inner self, such as emotions or states of consciousness; 
metaphors of the environment, such as spatial or textural metaphors; and finally, relationship to 
things outside the piece. Please see my research proposal for more information about this part of my 
interests, including an example of the first category. I’ve also included in this application a paper on 
the rondoletto from Stravinsky’s Serenade en La, which provides a more detailed example of an 
analysis making use of the last category, relationship to things outside the piece; in this case, 
relationship to Juan Gris’ cubist art techniques.This topic invites plenty of opportunity for cross 
disciplinary work in a number of areas: cognitive science and learning theory, philosophy, and art 
history (for the connection of this topic to the Symbolist movement). 

The ability to do cross-disciplinary work within the university would be invaluable, and the 
Interdisciplinary Doctoral Program in the Humanities at Princeton is particularly exciting and would 
benefit my research and the interdisciplinary nature of my interests. Because my research interests 
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are equally important to me as compositional growth, I would propose a substantial written thesis 
that would formalize my theory of musical meaning. I’m particularly attracted by the possibility at 
Princeton of shaping my doctoral degree to my unique goals and interests. If I could state at this 
moment what I hope to leave behind, it would be not only compositional works but new knowledge 
that might contribute to shaping how we experience, speak about, and teach music. 

I have been composing since my late teens and was largely self-taught until my masters 
degree in composition at CU Boulder. My time in Boulder, in addition to offering composition 
instruction gave me experience in graduate level research and analysis as well as in classroom 
teaching. My post-graduate diploma program at the Curtis Institute further strengthened my ability to 
orchestrate, shape a dramatic form through music, and create traditional counterpoint and subversion 
thereof, as well as practical skills such as the ability to write quickly and work on several pieces at 
once. This was very beneficial in solidifying my practical tool kit and showing an example of what a 
future career in composition could look like, but now I am ready to take a close look at how my 
writing can improve, and to take the time to experiment and explore a more abstractly evocative 
composition style, whose first shoots you can see in sections of the pieces I’ve included in this 
application. 

I am interested in a career that combines professional composition work with academic 
research and teaching. The composition projects that excite me the most include creating dramatic 
multimedia works that could involve me in both a compositional and visual artist role. In addition to 
more traditional chamber and orchestral works, I definitely want to continue to write for organ and 
period instruments, as I feel the creation of faux period (and often macabre) worlds to be part of who 
I am as an artist. Eventually I would like to develop the ideas put forth in my research proposal into a 
book and teach courses on topics of aesthetics and meaning in music and across artistic disciplines, 
as well as courses on multimedia composition. 


