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One of my favorite courses at Peabody Conservatory was a relaxing evening class called 

Music Now, in which we listened to and discussed recent compositions and trends in the music 
world. Designed as a constantly evolving seminar, it was a great way to survey a wide variety of 
musical styles, mostly written in the 21st century. One Thursday evening, in the first semester of 
my graduate studies, I entered the classroom with a little extra enthusiasm, the music of 
Donnacha Dennehy still swirling around in my head. That week’s listening assignment was That 
the Night Come and “Stainless Staining,” a disparate combination that captivated me and 
sparked a continuing affinity for Dennehy’s music. 

At this time, I had largely settled into my program at Peabody, my neighborhood in 
Baltimore, and my lessons with Kevin Puts. However, I also felt the ubiquitous struggle for 
clarity of expression in my music growing as I attempted to personalize my musical language 
with more nuanced approaches. I addressed many of my obstacles, both technical and stylistic, 
through compositional experimentation and by analyzing scores that I admire. Dennehy’s music 
was of particular interest because of its expressive use of microtones, eclectic style, inventive 
vocal writing, and exciting rhythms. During his visit to Peabody in the fall of 2015, Dennehy 
coached a concert of his music and gave a concise and influential lecture that reflected the 
forthrightness of his music, as evidenced in Grá agus bás and a particularly stunning 
performance of “Bulb” during his visit, all of which affirmed my desire to apply to Princeton’s 
doctoral program.  

After earning Master of Music degrees in Composition and Music Theory Pedagogy, I 
decided not to go back to school immediately. For the past three years, I have been writing 
music, teaching, and working part-time at the musicological database RIPM. Although personal 
milestones like marrying my best friend and adopting a dog have made these some of the most 
fulfilling years of my life, I have chosen to pursue a doctorate now in order to take the vital next 
steps in my career, which I see as having three facets, all connected as aspects of musical 
communication and emphasized in Princeton’s PhD program. First is my desire to write the 
most direct, pellucid music that I can. Second, my desire to teach at a high level has been 
reinforced by three energizing years as faculty at Peabody Preparatory and Carroll Community 
College. Third is my enthusiasm for applying and elucidating advanced topics in music theory, 
particularly regarding microtonality and spectralism. 

Since high school, when AP music theory assignments served as the impetus for my first 
compositions, I have enjoyed an enduring interest in theory that has run parallel to my 
compositional development. Most recently, this can be seen in revisions to my essay on Georg 
Friedrich Haas’s limited approximations made this fall. Originally written in the fall of 2014, this 
analysis swas an important catalyst that helped me break out of the creative roadblock during 
my master’s studies. I am proud of the original work I did to decipher the 72-equal-division-of-
the-octave sonorities created by the piece’s six microtonally tuned pianos and large orchestra, 



   
 

   
 

describing how overtone chords are juxtaposed with equal-tempered 12-tone chords, and how 
each of these two harmonic systems is used to develop and expand the other. In recent years, I 
have broadened my research to include the just intonation of Partch and Johnston, the 
microtonal cycles of Wyschnegradsky, and the incredible analyses of Haas’s music published by 
Robert Hasegawa, all of which I was able to use in support of my own discoveries when 
expanding my writing this fall. Detailed study of these topics has reinvigorated my desire to 
write compelling musical analyses throughout my career. 

A degree of exploration typifies both my analysis and the music I have been privileged to 
compose for a number of ensembles and performers, including the Occasional Symphony in 
Baltimore, the Baltimore Classical Guitar Society, the Western Connecticut Youth Orchestra, the 
Denver-based Nebula Ensemble, and Omnibus Ensemble from Uzbekistan. For example, 
composing for a youth orchestra as my first commission after Peabody challenged me to 
simplify my language without compromising expression in “As if it were now.” In “Reveal,” for 
the Occasional Symphony, I applied creative solutions to the inherent restrictions on form and 
duration when scoring a scene from the 1925 silent film Phantom of the Opera for live 
orchestra. Later, the incredible Omnibus Ensemble expanded my harmonic and timbral palette 
when they encouraged me to incorporate the unique instruments and expressiveness of 
traditional Uzbek music into my piece. By integrating the style’s super-precise microtonal 
ornaments into “Moment(s): Various/Concerted,” I gained new insights into the overtone-
derived harmonic language that is often indicative of my music. 

To communicate clearly and concisely is always a primary goal of my music. This means 
studying with the best teachers to master my craft, but it also means learning how to articulate 
my artistic ideas outside of the music itself, working effectively with performers, creating a 
network of artists, and being an inspiring teacher. While composition is my core passion, it is 
buttressed on all sides by other pursuits and interests, especially pedagogy and music theory, a 
combination that Princeton’s curriculum supports by expecting excellence in all three of these 
fields. I am inspired by the department’s musicology faculty to undertake the program’s 
rigorous academic writing requirements, especially Kofi Agawu’s writing on the intersections of 
music theory and musicology and his technical work on West African rhythms, as well as Simon 
Morrison’s essay on non-narrative time in opera. Additionally, I am excited to take part in 
teaching programs like the Assistantship in Instruction, Graduate Teaching Fellowship, and the 
new Mercer/Princeton Teaching Partnership, which is a particularly good fit for me as a current 
community college faculty member.  

By earning a PhD at Princeton, I will be building a career in which I can devote time to all 
of these subjects while making available teaching opportunities that I will find rewarding for the 
rest of my life. After earning two MM degrees, studying on my own, and living three fulfilling 
years outside of academia, I feel strongly that joining Princeton’s community of experimental 
thinkers is the ideal next step in my career.  


