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Initial Goals


When I first heard of the summer stipend program from another previous participant I immediately decided that this was something I wanted to participate in.  After this initial excitement I ran into the issue of deciding on a project.  After much consideration I decided that I would compose a piece of music.  I believed that this was something I could accomplish as well as something I could enjoy as a summer stipend experience.
Experience: Successes and Failures


I decided that it would be best to compose a piece of music for four part women’s chorus.  Initially I had hoped to compose a totally original piece of music.  This meant that I would need to find poem, or I would need to compose some of my own lyrics.  In previous works that I have completed for solo voice and piano I have written my own lyrics.  I must say that it was much more difficult to compose lyrics for a choral piece than it was for solo voice in a Christian music genre.  So I decided to compose using a poem for my text.


My first order of business was to find the poem that I would use.  I had my heart set on a poem by E. E. Cummings called “I carry your heart with me (I carry it in my heart)”.  I also knew that there would be copyright problems that I would probably face so I needed to have back up plans if those problems arose.  I spent a lot of time in the Lawrence Public Library and at home reading poetry from a variety of poets.  I do not have much experience in reading poetry or knowledge in poets, but I knew that if I was writing for women’s chorus I could narrow down my search a little.  I scanned the shelves of the library looking for poetry by classic writers like Robert Frost and Emily Dickenson.  I also looked for poems by subjects which included love, war, and nature.  I found a number of books that I wanted to work through including a few books by a very young poet Mattie Stepanek.  I found a poem that he wrote that I thought would work great for my composition.

In the end I decided on sending a letter to the publishing companies for the Cummings and the Stepanek poems.  This was when I ran into my first major problem.  I had expected this process of getting permission to use these poems to take a while, but I hadn’t anticipated that it would take as long as it did.  I was at a standstill in my project for approximately four weeks waiting for permission from these companies.  I attempted to write my own lyrics without any success and finally in the third week of June I decided to arrange a hymn for the project.  Just two weeks ago I received word from Mattie’s publisher that I had contacted the wrong place.  I apparently needed to speak with the family who was in charge of his estate.  Then about a week and a half ago I received word from Cummings publisher giving me permission to use his poem in my work.  Of course these both came a little too late.  But luckily my hymn route was running a little more smoothly then my original plans.

Doing a hymn would now mean that instead of completing an original work I would now be working on an arrangement.  Again I would need to tackle the ever present copyright problems that could arise.  I thought it would be best to find a piece of music in the Public Domain category.  Public Domain works are pieces which fall into an not copyrighted category.  These pieces were published before 1923, and therefore have no copyright laws holding them down.  This meant that if I could find a hymn in this category that I really enjoyed and wanted to work with, I wouldn’t have to worry about copyright.  Luckily, What Child Is This?, the piece I had originally thought of working with, was in fact a Public Domain work.  I called the United States Copyright Office to be sure of this and to be sure that I was free to not only work with this piece but copyright it and publish it later.  I was given the clear on all of these questions and I was finally able to get a good start on my music.

Working from a hymn turned out to be a good experience.  Some of the most difficult problems that I faced were originality and range.  I needed to arrange a piece of music that would be original and interesting in the eyes of a publisher.  I also needed to be original from my own writing.  It is easy for a composer to find a style of writing and get stuck in that style of writing.  Although I had never written a piece for a women’s chorus, I found myself writing some of the same melodic and harmonic lines as I did with my solo composition.  This has been one of the greatest challenges.  I also faced problems with range.  A women’s chorus has a pretty limited range.  The range of a singer is determined by how low to how high a person can sing.  A women’s chorus can sing around two and a half octaves.  On a piano this would make up about a third of the keys.  If I were composing for a full chorus (soprano, alto, tenor, and bass) I would have around four octaves to work with, but of course I didn’t have this option.  I often found myself composing to low for most alto voices to sing.  To make a solution for this problem I added in alternate notes for the singers to choose what they were able to sing comfortably.

The first section of my piece follows along the lines of the traditional hymn.  I added in some differences although to give it some originality.  I wanted to have this traditional sound that would move into an original sound.  My second section is drastically different from the first.  It is a fast section where I added in some of my own lyrics as well as pieces of the final verse and chorus of the original hymn.  Finally I bring back some of the elements of the first section to round out the piece.  Throughout the piece I have also added in a cello line which gives some original countermelodies that add some difference to the piece.

Future Plans


Within the next three weeks I will be recording this piece with a quartet from my church that I am a part of.  Our group Unashamed will be working to learn the first traditional section of this piece so that I will be able to play a portion of it for the forum that we will be having in mid August.  We also plan to add this piece to our repertoire which we pull from when we perform.


This next fall I plan to work with Dr. Mallet and the Washburn Women’s Chorus in preparing this piece for the annual December winter concert, Vespers.  I will be accruing a lot of hours working with the chorus in preparation for this event.  Throughout the process I will probably be making changes to the piece when I hear it sung with the chorus, but all in all I think that the piece is close to finish.

I plan to begin talking with publishing companies soon.  I will need to find a company who will find my piece interesting and worth their while.  Of course, I will also be copyrighting my piece.  This will probably take a lot of time and possibly money to receive but it will put me on the first step to getting my work out there.

Special Thanks


I would like to give special thanks to the Summer Stipend committee for funding me in this endeavor.  It was a great experience which I was happy to be a part of.  I would also like to thank my faculty advisor Dr. Ann Marie Snook who helped me in getting started and coming up with some ideas for my piece.  And I would like to thank the singers of Unashamed, Beth Bond, Lisa Born, and Carrie Dawn Myers, for helping me to record a small portion of this work which I will be able to use in the presentation forum.
