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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Field Reports 

by 

Andrew Ludolph Conklin 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in 

Music 

(Composition) 

Stony Brook University 

2016 

 

If you happened to have been an American composer born in California at the dawn of 
the Twentieth Century, you might have followed the career path of Sidney Robertson Cowell. 
Cowell studied counterpoint at the San Francisco Conservatory before developing a fascination 
with music outside the Western Canon. She briefly worked as a music teacher but was soon 
swept up in the surge of ethnographic studies sponsored by Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, 
initially assisting Charles Seeger and eventually making her own field recordings of American 
folk music. In 1938, she secured a Works Projects Administration grant for the Northern 
California Folk Song Project, an undertaking that eventually produced two hundred acetate discs 
filled with thirty-five hours of field recordings in twelve different languages. These recordings, 
which are housed at the Library of Congress, present a remarkably rich depiction of a particular 
geographical location at a particular time in American history.  

Field Reports is a seven-movement musical work that merges aspects of American folk 
music, contemporary classical performance practice, and sound collage. Scored for three singers, 
three percussionists, double bass, and electronics, the piece weaves together re-imaginations of 
several folk songs from Cowell’s ambitious project. In Field Reports, the original folk songs are 
heard through a dream-like state of semi-consciousness: sometimes their melodic or harmonic 
structures are retained while other aspects of the music are distorted or mutated; in other cases, 
the lyrics serve as the primary connection between original and adaptation, while other musical 
elements are barely recognizable. The performers occasionally play along to the original field 
recordings, producing moments of convergence between the live performers and fixed 
electronics.
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List of Performance Notes 

 

Electronics (fixed audio): The electronics part consists of five stereo audio tracks. A separate, 
offstage performer is required to trigger the tracks and monitor the output level to ensure an 
optimal blend with the acoustic instruments. The five tracks are included in an audio CD that 
comes with the score.  

Optional Additional Amplification: It may be helpful to amplify any combination of the 
following: singers, double bass, autoharp, and wrapping paper.  

Singer Notation 

Italicized text indicates the following: 

 

The following phonemes are notated using the International Phonetic Alphabet: 

m = m (man); u: = oo (food); ʌ = u (mud); a: = a (father) 

Double Bass Notation 

 

Percussion Notation 
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Performing Parts 

 

 

Alto 1      

Alto 2      

Alto 3      

 

Percussion I: glockenspiel, vibraphone, triangle, 2 woodblocks: 
low and high, slapstick, 2 toms: mid and high 

Percussion II: marimba (4 1/3 octaves), 2 cymbals: crash and 
china, small chinese opera gong, tambourine, 2 maracas, bongos, 
tenor drum, bass drum (approx. 22”) 

Percussion III: crotales: chromatic (upper octave: C6– C7), 3 
cymbals (hi-hat, crash, and broken/junky-sounding cymbal), 2 
woodblocks: low and high, bongos, snare drum, 2 toms: low and 
mid, bass drum (approx. 36”), autoharp, wrapping paper 

 

Double Bass 

 

Electronics 
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