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Abstract of the Dissertation
Hollow Night
by
Jason Michael Gerraughty
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Music
(Composition)
Stony Brook University

2014

Hollow Night is a piece for orchestra, whose music evokes the composer’s bouts with insomnia and anxiety attacks. The
piece heavily borrows from traditions of blues music, and is heavily influenced by the musical memories of the
composer’s youth, performing in local town bands. Hollow Night begins with faint whispers emerging from stillness, and
slowly builds its way into a sustained frenzy, full of abrupt changes and propelled forward by relentless rhythmic
motion.

The harmonic construction of Hollow Night involves the combining of multiple instances of a four-pitch set, recognizable
as the first four pitches of a blues scale. These sets overlap and combine to form larger collections of pitches, which form
the harmonic language of the piece.

The defense will address the form, harmonic language, and techniques used in the composition of Hollow Night, a
demonstration of musical influences and how they relate back to the piece, and how this piece relates to the rest of the
composer’s body of works.

Excerpts from the Stony Brook University Orchestra reading of the piece will be presented. The piece, in total, is about
twelve minutes long.
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Performance Notes

Hollow Night was imagined over the course of years, when anxiety attacks kept me awake late
into the night. During these spells, the stillness of my surroundings became a negative space
that framed the churning emotions within me, drowned out now and then by my heart beating.
The piece begins with faint whispers emerging from stillness, and slowly builds its way into a
sustained frenzy, an obsessive non-form that abruptly changes, propelled forward only by
intense rhythmic forces.

The musical language of Hollow Night draws heavily from the music of John Lee Hooker,
Lightning Hopkins, and others. By truncating and stacking different blues scales together, the
large-scale sonorities of the piece take on the same plaintive, “crying out” sensation of blues
music. The repetition of small riffs, particularly Hooker’s, is pushed to an extreme in this piece,
reflecting the obsessive “going over” of material.

Performance Instructions

Rolls and tremolos that have been written out are to be played strictly in time, as opposed to
rolls and tremolos written in shorthand, which are to be more loosely interpreted.

Stickings have been put into the percussion parts to delineate single- versus double-stroke rolls.
These distinctions should be adhered to as closely as possible.

Triangular noteheads indicate to play a pitch slightly higher or lower than normal (an upward
point meaning higher, and a downward point meaning lower). The method in which this is
attained is left up to the performer. The intention is for these notes to be expressive
manipulations of both timbre and pitch, similar to "blue notes" in jazz music. Exactness and
consistency in the execution of these pitches is not necessarily desired nor encouraged.

Trills are purely gestural in this piece. The choice of half-step versus whole-step trill is up to the
performer, based on ease and appropriateness. The only exception to this rule is the horns: all
trills should be whole-step lip trills.
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