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Abstract of the Dissertation

On the Subject of Birds

by
Dawn Chambers
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Music
(Composition)

Stony Brook University
2008
Dr. Sheila Silver, Dissertation Advisor

On the Subject of Birds is a twelve-minute piece for full orchestra:

2 Flutes, one doubling piccolo

Oboe Harp

Cor Anglais Violins 1&2

Clarinet Violas

Bass Clarinet Cellos

2 Bassoons Basses

4 Horns 4 Percussionists:

2 Trumpets Chimes; Marimba; 3 Timpani

Tenor trombone Chimes; Marimba; 1 Timp + Bass Drum
Bass Trombone Vibraphone; Xylophone: 4 Toms

Tuba TamTam; Gongs; Almglocken; Whip;

Tenor Woodblocks; Cajon; Congas

Form is predicated on that of a feather, with the percussion providing the spine
throughout; the other instrumental sounds grow out of the spine and follow the mood and style of
the percussive writing. Fragments of melodic and rhythmic motifs repeat and overlap, like
plumage. Just as the spine of a feather tapers, so the percussive spine changes texture, moving
from metallophones to xylophones to membranophones. Such a progression from inorganic to
organic mirrors the transformation of place caused by the rising sun.

Motivic vocabulary is derived from birdsong with very little exact transcription. The
heterophonic rhythmic material is based primarily on gatherings of passerines, while pitch content
is based on the cries of sandhill cranes; an acciacatura on B and C followed by a honk clustering
around E, F and F#. These intervals and their transpositions, and the clusters, trills and
gracenotes of birdsong, provide the melodic contour of the work.

Dramatic contour follows the narrative of early morning in a beloved place: the Bosque
del Apache Wildlife Refuge in South Central New Mexico, my home state. The piece is
impressionistic, using the broad timbral vocabulary of the orchestra to represent the composer's
excitement in the sounds of the waking birds. Above all it is a small tribute to the farsighted
people who preserve wild things and places so that the Earth may not cease to breathe.
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