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Abstract 
 

This dissertation consists of an original chamber opera, a piano reduction of 

the same, and discussion of the methodology and collaboration inherent in the 

creation of this piece. Sanctuary is an original, one-act opera written for soprano 

and baritone, accompanied by piano, woodwind quintet, and string quintet, using a 

one-act play of the same name as the libretto. The libretto, written by playwright 

Orada Lelanuja, has a somewhat non-traditional format and follows a couple 

working through issues in their marriage through a series of parallel but 

intertwined monologues. Capturing the emotional complexity of Lelanuja’s prose 

posed unique compositional problems, resulting in a through-composed piece 

where the text, rather than the harmonic movement, takes center stage. Despite the 

sometimes complicated harmonic material, enforced through tonality more by 

assertion than traditional relationships, there is a deliberate emphasis on ease of 

performance, especially in the vocal parts. This is done to make the final product 

accessible to musicians at a variety of levels as well as their potential audiences. The 

musical and compositional journey of this piece is discussed through an exploration 

of the narrative of its creation. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
  
As musicians, the works we create and perform are almost inherently collaborative. 

A composer is influenced by the surrounding sounds and silences—not to mention 

everyday life—a play watched, a sculpture viewed, or a moment observed. Similar to 

Julia Cameron’s ideas of “artist’s date(s)” and “filling the [artistic] well” in The 

Artist’s Way, by taking deliberate time to experience life, albeit something society 

recognizes as “enriching” like attending a lecture or visiting an art gallery, or 

something mundane like preparing food or the weather outside the window, a 

musical idea can generate from anywhere in the world surrounding us. 1  Once a 

musical thought leaves our minds and enters the world, it is shared with 

performers—sometimes musicians, sometimes dancers, sometimes artists—who 

are influenced by their teachers, by the music and stories they listen to, who they 

emulate, the conductors and choreographers and directors with whom they work. 

Each work of music in the world, and, indeed, many forms of the arts, from the 

simplest nursery rhyme to the most complex symphony, is a complex tapestry of 

human emotion and experience, indelibly altered by each individual who has 

touched it and the life experiences they bring with them. The tapestry enfolds the 

composer, the conductor, each individual player, and, indeed, the listener. Sound is 

influenced by predetermined styles, aesthetic choices, or merely the emotions of a 

                                                 
1 Julia Cameron, “The Basic Tools,” The Artist's Way : A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity, 25th 
anniversary ed. (New York, New York: TarcherPerigee, 2016) pp 9-24. 
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given moment in time, and each iteration of a piece of music will be slightly 

different, ephemeral even. A musical moment in time, once experienced, can never 

happen again. Even with the same musicians and the same audience, each individual 

will come to a second performance with new life experiences, new outside 

influences. When we compose, we attempt to codify those ephemeral moments, to 

find ways to structure them so that we can coax those performers, many of whom 

we never meet, to join us in the middle in this walk towards art, to create a unified 

voice that speaks to both our own artistic vision and the reality of those we work 

with. 

Within the modern compositional and artistic processes, there are possibly 

more options for style, form, and instrumentation than at any other point in history. 

As has been discussed in many ways by many people, in some ways all that is old is 

made new again as traditional tonality continues to reign supreme on the airways, 

in popular consumable and functional musics. At the same time, others seek to rush 

to the hard edge of innovation, capitalizing on the sometimes erratic ideas of the 

mid-century avant garde and many other forms of highly academic and often 

difficult to perform musics. Any point in the historical timeline is a possible artistic 

foundation and some composers spend entire lifetimes trying to discern where their 

voices fit. The historical listener perceives distinct musical “periods” as can be seen 

in the lifetime development of composers as diverse in style as Ludwig van 

Beethoven, Aaron Copland, and John Cage. Though I am intrigued and inspired by a 

wide variety of sounds and musical expressions, I find that I am often drawn to 
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write for the voice, in part, due to my own familiarity with it as my primary 

instrument and, in part, due to its ability to express human emotion through both 

music and text. This union of music and text supplies an added layer of 

collaboration, bringing in the playwright or librettist as collaborator, adding depth 

and complexity to the web of interpretations cast on any given work. Where a work 

written for instruments without a clear programmatic story behind it may be 

performed differently by each individual who sits down to it, the added complexity 

of emotional nuance of the written or spoken word can make one line have a 

thousand different implications, even in as simple an exclamation as Lady 

Bracknell’s line “A handbag?” in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest.2 

Approached from this framework of collaboration and the drive to express 

words coupled with music, Sanctuary is an original, one-act opera written for 

soprano and baritone, using a one-act play of the same name as the libretto. Written 

by playwright Orada Lelanuja, a colleague in the Fine Arts Doctoral Program [FADP], 

the libretto has a somewhat non-traditional format and follows a couple working 

through issues in their marriage through a series of parallel but intertwined 

monologues. Capturing the emotional complexity of Lelanuja’s prose posed unique 

compositional problems, resulting in a through composed piece where the text, 

rather than the harmonic movement, takes center stage. Despite the sometimes 

complicated harmonic material, enforced through tonality more by assertion than 

                                                 
2 Oscar Wilde and Richard Allen Cave, First Act, The Importance of Being Earnest : And Other Plays, 
(Penguin Classics. Penguin Books, 2000), p 310. 
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traditional relationships, and unexpected, uneven rhythmic notation, there is a 

deliberate emphasis on ease of performance without compromising the truth of the 

piece, particularly in the vocal writing. This is done to make the final product 

accessible to musicians at a variety of levels as well as their potential audiences.  

To augment this sense of accessibility, the work is accompanied by relatively 

small forces. The instrumentation was deliberately chosen to help maintain the 

intimacy of Orada’s words, enveloping us in the quiet night sounds surrounding the 

couple as they work through this very personal point in their lives. The full score is 

written for the two characters, the Man, sung by a baritone, and the Woman, sung by 

a soprano, with a somewhat non-traditional instrumental ensemble behind them. 

Rather than a full orchestra, it is scored for woodwind quintet—flute, oboe, clarinet, 

horn in F, and bassoon; string quintet—two violins, viola, violoncello, and double 

bass; and piano. This instrumentation provides both a warmth and simplicity 

contributing to a musical version of the repeated concept of “sanctuary” within the 

play and also affords timbral variety as the couple navigates the emotional roller 

coaster running through their relationship. Though the familiarity of the text drove 

the relatively small scoring, this ensemble could easily be scaled up to accommodate 

a full complement of strings to become a chamber orchestra should it be desired for 

performance. The full score to the opera is complemented by a vocal score with 

piano reduction for ease of study and rehearsal. The musical and compositional 

journey of this piece is discussed through an exploration of the narrative of its 

creation. 
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The story of Sanctuary is not a linear one. As with many works, it does not 

have a neat and pretty compositional history that began at the beginning of the play 

and ended at the last line with the last note adding the final touch to the completed 

work. It is as messy and disorganized as the relationship it describes. There were 

days when the notes poured forth unbidden and days when I stared at a blank page 

mutinously willing even four notes to appear. The journey to Sanctuary was not an 

easy one but I can attest that it was a valuable one. I can only hope that its telling 

will help other young artists who are afraid to create because they don’t know how 

to begin at the beginning.  
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Chapter 2 

Methodology and Collaboration 
 

I’ve heard that inside everyone there is a place called sanctuary. Where we find comfort. 
Where thoughts and fears just fade away.3 
 

The compositional process can begin from many different points of 

inspiration and for many reasons. Many modern composers begin with a real or 

imagined musical “problem” and set out to solve it in a new and creative ways. This 

might include concrete ideas like utilizing a particular mode or key structure, 

making use of a particular rhythmic motive, or satisfying an existing form or 

instrumentation. Throughout history, some composers have sought to reinvent and 

revitalize existing forms, reimagining them to better suit their own purposes. Even 

just looking at music written for voice, there has been a great deal of 

experimentation. Richard Wagner used the German term Gesamtkunstwerk, or “total 

work of art,” in which all of the arts were both present and given equal weight in 

order to better “regain their original dignity.”4  George Gershwin used his notoriety 

as a popular composer and incorporated Low Country African American folk music 

to make Porgy and Bess “a musically accessible and unmistakably “native” 

[American] opera that could hold its own alongside European compositions.”5 

                                                 
3 Orada Lelanuja, Sanctuary (2010), lines 1-3. 
4 Stanely Sadie, ed, s.v. “Gesamtkunstwerk.” Wagner and His Operas, New Grove Composers Series, 
(London: Macmillan Reference, 2000) 156. 
5 Ellen Noonan, “Gershwin’s Idea of What a Negro Opera Should Be: Porgy and Bess, 1935,” The 
Strange Career of Porgy and Bess: Race, Culture and America’s Most Famous Opera,” (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2012) p 145. 
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Arnold Schoenberg experimented with atonality and alternate tone production 

using Sprechstimme [spoken voice] in works like Pierrot Lunaire.6 

Others are more intuitive and may seek to capture the world around them, 

both real and imagined, from Charles Ives’ Central Park in the Dark (1906), capturing 

the ambient sounds of turn-of-the-century Central Park, to Eric Whitacre’s Ghost 

Train following the movement of “a supernatural machine that roars out of the night 

through forgotten towns and empty canyons.” 7 Still others start with a form, a 

sonata, a gigue, a cycle, and seek to find a means to fill the variety of templates 

available. There is no shortage of inspiration to the modern composer and there is 

no right or wrong way to find a point to begin. Composers have seen an entire world 

of sounds—acoustic, found, and electronic—opened up to be potential players in 

our own personal musical idioms, to the point that it occasionally feels like we are 

given too many options. The composers that are studied use everything from the 

modern orchestra palette, including strings and winds as sound-mass as in György 

Ligeti’s Atmosphères, to vernacular instruments such as banjo used in chamber 

works like George Crumb’s Night of the Four Moons, to everyday objects such as 

radios as in John Cage’s Speech (1955) and, as fledgling writers, we must find where 

we fit. 8  

                                                 
6 Arnold Schoenberg, Albert Giraud, and Otto Erich Hartleben, Dreimal Sieben Gedichte Aus Albert 
Girauds Pierrot Lunaire : Op. 21 (Wien: Universal Edition, 1941). 
7 Charles Ives, Central Park in the Dark. (Hilsdale, NY: Boelke-Bomart, 1973); Eric Whitacre, Ghost 
Train, 1994. 
8 György Ligeti, Atmosphères: für grosses Orchester = for large orchestra (1961), (Vienna: Universal 
Edition, 200-, 1963); George Crumb and Federico Garcı́a Lorca. Night of the Four Moons: Alto, Alto 
Flute (doubling Piccolo), Banjo, Electric Cello and Percussion (one Player), (C. F. Peters, 1971); John 
Cage, Speech: for five radios and newsreader; 1955, (New York: Henmar Press, 1960). 
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As a singer myself, I am drawn to write for the voice. To me, music at its best 

is a means to distill and communicate human emotion. While this can be achieved 

regardless of the compositional media, the voice is an excellent emotional catalyst 

due to its ability to convey text as well as musical ideas, and, indeed, a great deal of 

research has been done into the subject, including active research into the 

psychology and neuroscience involved in the relationship between music and 

emotion.9 Though the quantitative research is ongoing, Lynn Helding posits in her 

column for the Journal of Singing, “In any case, let us agree that this much about 

emotion is resolved: Voice has the power to induce emotion, and emotion is a vital 

component of human existence.”10 Kenneth Bozeman, in an article on “Finding 

Yourself Through Finding Your Voice,” paraphrases Alfred Wolfsohn, saying “The 

voice is the muscle of the soul,” an integral part in who we are and how we choose to 

communicate with the world around us.11 It is a concept that is spoken of often in 

vocal studios and opera workshops. We study works in any number of languages 

that we do not speak ourselves and must communicate to audiences using nothing 

more than the inflection of our voice, the expression on our face, or the briefest of 

gestures, creating detailed analyses and translations and inner monologues for 

ourselves. We exult as Juliet in Gounod’s Romeo et Juliet in “Ah! Je veux vivre!”12 We 

                                                 
9 Lynn Helding, "Emotion and Empathy: How Voice Can Save the Culture," Journal of Singing - The 
Official Journal of the National Association of Teachers of Singing, (Mar 2017): 429-433. 
10 Ibid, 431. 
11 Kenneth Bozeman, “Voice, the Muscle of the Soul: Finding Yourself Through Finding Your Voice,” 
Journal of Singing (Jan/Feb 2019) p 245. 
12 Gounod, Charles, Jules Barbier, and Michel Carré. “Ah! Je veux vivre!” Romeo and Juliet; Opera in 
Five Acts. G. Schirmer's Collection of Operas. (G. Schirmer, 1897). 
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lament through chants like “Post hæc autem rogávit Pilátume Joseph ab Arimathæa” 

at the end of the Passion according to St. John chanted on Good Friday.13 We rage 

and cry through the Queen of the Night’s aria in Der Zauberflote, "Der Hölle Rache 

kocht in meinem Herzen," as she sings of hell’s vengeance and death.14 We mourn 

and they become written on our hearts, woven into the healing process as Steven 

Sametz’s You Are a Letter From Christ and Roger Ames’ Choral Reflection on Amazing 

Grace were for me as the Texas Lutheran University Choir sang them in the year 

after my father died. 15 The operas we sing in, the recitals we give, and the concerts 

we participate in become part of the fabric of our being, the music of that time 

resonating with us and our memories for years to come. It is a part of how we, as 

singers, process the world around us, beyond just telling that world who we are and 

what we have come to proclaim.  

 

Considerations in Text Selection 

That being said, choosing a text is nearly as difficult as choosing a musical 

idiom and a great many of both texts and idioms were considered for use in a large-

scale work and discarded. To put this decision-making process in context, some 

                                                 
13 Catholic Church, “Post hæc autem rogávit Pilátume Joseph ab Arimathæa.” Officium Majoris 
Hebdomadae Et Octavae Paschæ cum cantu : Juxta Ordinem Breviarii Missalis et Ponficalis Romani. 
Editio Compendiosa I Juxta Typicam. (Ratisbonae: F. Pustet, 1923) pp 320-321. 
14 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Emanuel Schikaneder, et al, "Der Hölle Rache kocht in meinem 
Herzen," The Magic Flute = Die Zauberflöte : An Opera in Two Acts. G. Schirmer Opera Score Editions. 
(G. Schirmer, 2005). 
15 Steven Sametz, You Are a Letter from Christ, score (commissioned by the Texas Lutheran University 
Choir: 2003); Roger Ames, arr, Choral Reflection on Amazing Grace, Evoking Sound Choral Series 
(Chicago: GIA Pubications, Inc, 2002). 
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personal history as a composer is in order. During my studies at Texas State, I had 

begun setting an English translation of a lengthy series of prayers by Martin Luther 

and accompanying scripture titled “A talk of the soul with God” for unaccompanied 

choir. 16  I had previously completed three movements—“our Father,” “who art in 

heaven,” and “for Thine is the kingdom”17—and considered revisiting the text to 

create a complete work. Some part of me would like to see the full set of texts set to 

music and there are some truly lovely moments in “for Thine is the kingdom.” 

However, fear of the compositional ghosts that would arise from revisiting a decade 

old piece of writing led me to hesitate beginning the pre-compositional work 

necessary to make a large-scale work possible, which included figuring out who to 

contact regarding permission to use the text.  I next briefly considered writing a 

Mass setting but the sheer overwhelming quantity of existing settings of the Mass, 

including daily-use settings, concert settings, and historic settings, made me 

question what I could bring to those well-used words that would be new and 

significant. Though the texts hold significant meaning for me, it did not feel like the 

right approach for this project. I started research into settings of the story of Ruth as 

a strong woman of the Bible, even going so far as to consult The Performed Bible: the 

Story of Ruth in Opera and Oratorio by Helen Leneman,18 before I ultimately decided 

that, while Ruth was indeed a strong woman, I did not want to spend time 

                                                 
16 Martin Luther, Luther's Prayers, Edited by Herbert Brokering, (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing 
House, 1967) 13-18. 
17 Katherine E. [Shupe] DeVet, excerpts from “A Talk of the Soul with God” for unaccompanied choir, 
(2006-2007).  
18 Helen Leneman, The Performed Bible: The Story of Ruth in Opera and Oratorio, (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Phoenix Press, 2007). 
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contemplating the historic Jewish marital and property customs that led to her 

marriage to Boaz in an artistic setting.19 I perused a great deal of poetry that is now 

in the public domain in an effort to avoid the copyright question, but, while 

beautiful, I had a difficult time internalizing and personalizing the older, more florid 

language styles in a way that felt true to my compositional voice. Other longer vocal 

forms such as a cantata or an extended song cycle were deliberated more abstractly 

as things I could do, hypothetically, without any insight into a potential text.  The 

debate was ultimately this: what could be set that was prescient enough to be 

relevant to singers interested in new music and to hold my own compositional 

interest for an extended period of time? 

In examining longer vocal works encountered in my vocal studies, it seemed 

clear to me that the best way to find a modern, engaging text unmired in 

complicated and expensive copyright concerns was to find a writer to collaborate 

with, unless I wanted to take the route of Carlisle Floyd in his opera Susannah and 

write the text myself.20 As I was not particularly interested in authoring my own 

libretto, I looked to other models, particularly focusing on composers whose work I 

had studied. Dead Man Walking, an opera in two acts based on the book by Sister 

Helen Prejean, is a collaboration between composer Jake Heggie and playwright 

Terrence McNally, begun when San Francisco Opera general director Lotfi Mansouri 

commissioned Heggie to fill “a space in the 2000-01 season” and arranged a meeting 

                                                 
19 Ruth 4:5-10. 
20 Carlisle Floyd, Susannah (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1956); Ronald Eyer, “Carlisle Floyd’s: 
“Susannah” Tempo no. 42 (1956): 7. http://www.jstor.org/stable/942914 (accessed June 29, 2017). 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/942914
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between the two.21 In an interview with Opera News, after coming to the mutual 

decision to use Prejean’s book, Heggie remembers, “Terrence wrote a play for me in 

two big acts and told me to use what I could, giving me the freedom to use what I 

wanted.”22 In another way, composer Thomas Pasatieri used a series of poems 

written by Kirstin van Cleave, a friend of his, in his song cycle Day of Love.23 In an 

interview as a part of the Ojai Music Festival in 2010, George Benjamin remarked 

that he had been “looking for [librettist and playwright Martin Crimp] for 25 years” 

after meeting “some very distinguished and interesting people” before finally 

collaborating with him on his chamber opera Into the Little Hill.24 Closer to home, 

through a master class with composer Frank Ticheli at Texas State University, I 

heard about a program at the University of Southern California that pairs poets, 

composers, and now singers to work on increasingly complicated, collaborative 

projects and decided to take advantage of my knowledge of the College of Visual & 

Performing Arts to find such a collaborator. 25 As a part of the interdisciplinary 

aspect of the Fine Arts Doctoral Program, I attended classes with playwrights and 

                                                 
21 Jake Heggie Terrence McNally, and Helen Prejean, Dead Man Walking: Opera in Two Acts, 
Piano/vocal score, (Los Angeles, California, Bent Pen Music, Inc, 2007); Tom Savage, "Jake Heggie," 
Opera News 67, no. 7 (January 2000): 13. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Thomas Pasatieri and Kirstin van Cleave, Day of Love: A Song Cycle for Voice and Piano (New York: 
G. Schirmer, 1983); Beth Bauer (Author), "Twentieth century American composer, Thomas Pasatieri: 
An examination of style as illustrated by the works set to the text of American poet Kit van Cleave," 
(1996) 44. 
24 George Benjamin, “A Conversation with George Benjamin on Into the Little Hill. 2010 Ojai Festival. 
Posted 30 Jan 2010. Accessed via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyMWWXWQZp0 6 March 
2017; George Benjamin and Martin Crimp, Into the Little Hill: A Lyric Tale in Two Parts: For Soprano, 
Contralto and Ensemble of 15 players, 2006 (London: Faber Music, 2009). 
25 David St. John, Frank Ticheli, and Lisa Sylvester.  “Writer and Composer” (Syllabus, University of 
Southern California, Los Angeles, CA, 2016). [Provided by F. Ticheli upon request.] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyMWWXWQZp0
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knew that there was a student group made up of students in majors across the 

university interested in creating new dramatic works. I just had to figure out how to 

find the right person and the right piece. 

 

Finding Sanctuary 

As was intimated in the opening chapter, for as long as music has existed in 

all its myriad forms, there has been a collaborative element to what we do. Any 

musical instance involving more than one person is augmented through the 

personal connection of each, be it the composer, conductor, or performer. Additional 

collaborations occur when text, visual art, or movement are involved. The 

collaboration central to Sanctuary came about as a byproduct of the Fine Arts 

Doctoral Program [FADP] at Texas Tech. Dennis Fehr’s Art in Contemporary Context 

seminar contained an eclectic group of people—a theatre student, four music 

educators, one jazz trumpeter, four museum studies students, and me. As in many of 

the interdisciplinary FADP courses, through the discussions in the seminar, we got 

to know our classmates, their research, their art, and their areas of expertise within 

the College but I didn’t think anything of it at the time. Later, I started working for 

the College of Visual & Performing Arts [CVPA] as a recruiter while, at the same 

time, the one theatre student in the class, Orada Lelanuja, was working as an 

assistant to Brian Steele. Though I was usually working with prospective students, 

we would occasionally have opportunities for conversation while working on the 
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mundane day to day projects that come with working in a college office—stuffing 

envelopes, assembling welcome packets, collating handouts, and the like.  

It was at this point, as both a composer and a vocalist, I was first considering 

a large-scale vocal work. As intimated above, I had not yet committed to a text or 

even a theme but I knew I was interested in a theatrical work, something that could 

convey significant human emotions, which would be satisfying both to compose and 

to perform. I wanted a text that would be interesting and engaging both for me, as 

the project would take some time, and for potential audiences. To avoid the 

copyright permissions that are a concern for the modern composer, public domain 

text or collaboration with an author or playwright I could interact with and who 

could give me permission to use their work themselves seemed best. I knew through 

Linda Donahue’s theatre classes and my work with prospective students with the 

CVPA that there were many students across the campus writing original plays and 

had seen several through the yearly Raider Red’s One Act Play Spectacular 

[RROAPS], a performance opportunity exclusively for student written works put on 

by the Texas Tech University School of Theatre & Dance. I thought, as a playwright, 

Orada might be aware of others through the student group or her classes who might 

be interested in some kind of collaboration. It never once occurred to me that she 

herself might be interested.  

One afternoon, while we were talking, I asked her, “If I were looking for a 

play to set to music, who might be the best person to talk to? I know there are 

people on campus writing. I just don’t know who to start asking.”  
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She was editing a script while we were talking and she looked at me and said, 

“I have a play. It’s getting performed at RROAPS in a couple weeks. You should go 

see it.”  

This was a much simpler and more straightforward answer than I expected. 

When I decided to find a current playwright on campus, I fully expected that getting 

in touch with the playwriting group would spark weeks, if not months, of frustration 

before forging a productive collaboration. I had been a part of a collaboratory 

project through another course that had basically resulted in a dozen type-A 

personalities arguing with each other for two weeks before performing something 

of which we were all only kind of satisfied. With this in mind, I had already mentally 

prepared myself for weeks of getting to know people and reading what I imagined 

would be a lot of poorly written or uninspiring work before I found the words and 

the collaboration that were right for me. Having Orada change that narrative, a 

person I had already worked with and got along with relatively well, took me aback. 

Though an unexpected solution, I figured going to watch student plays at 

RROAPS couldn’t hurt. Even if Orada’s play wasn’t what I was looking for, it would 

be good for me to see what some of the student playwrights were working on and 

maybe give me some ideas of who to talk to about potential collaborations in the 

future. So I went to RROAPS to see what there was to see. I did my best to go in 

without expectations, though, having friends whose writing aspirations exceeded 

their talents at time, I have to say I don’t think I was expecting much from the 

evening overall. Most of the evening was about what I expected: some inexperienced 
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actors who meant well but were obviously still developing their craft, more 

experienced actors who believed in encouraging their fellow artists regardless of 

seasoning, eager young voices looking to sound more mature by choosing subject 

matter they felt was edgy but who hadn’t really hit their stride yet, one or two plays 

by people who clearly had honed their skills. Truly, student plays, and much student 

work in the arts including my own in past years, are by definition erratic but always 

worth going to. Nestled in that program of relatively predictable student 

performances and aspirations of edginess was this gem of a play called Sanctuary. 

As I was watching Sanctuary for the first time, I was engaged in the trials and 

tribulations of the actors on stage, delighted with the wordplay and the structure of 

the narrative. As an audience member, I heard the man and the woman echoing each 

other and wondered if they knew what the other was saying and thinking. The 

symmetry and layered meaning in the dialogue were beautifully crafted. I could hear 

certain lines of text setting themselves to music in my head where in some of my 

searches before I had read the same text dozens of times and still lacked inspiration. 

The words were lovely. The interplay between the two characters—really in more 

dueling, parallel monologues than conversation—had delightful hints of imitation 

and motivic consistency. The two actors felt like real people in a real relationship 

working through a real situation. This, of course, was less what caught my fancy 

initially than the opening line that came full circle, spoken in turn by both the man 

and the woman: “I’ve heard that inside everyone there is a place called sanctuary, 



Texas Tech University, Katherine E. DeVet, August 2019 

17 
 

where we find comfort, where thoughts and fears just fade away.”26  More than 

anything else in the play, this idea resonates with me, that sense of peace that can be 

found in the right moment, in the right place. I’ve found that peace listening to the 

toads and cicadas and coyotes and noises of the night outside my family home. I’ve 

found it in the summer breeze flitting through hundred-year-old oak trees on a 

scorching afternoon. I’ve found it sitting in a darkened sanctuary while my husband 

practiced organ for the weekend to come; or rocking my son after he had fallen 

asleep in my arms, in those peaceful moments before I could bring myself to lay him 

down in his bed. I heard it inching its way out of Orada’s words in that dark theatre, 

all of those things and more in the promise of the dialogue. I could not just hear but 

feel how the question—“Sanctuary?”—would resonate in my voice when sung, just 

where it should be placed and how my voice would ring through it, through to the 

light lift of uncertainty at the end. I felt that one word resonating through me and 

immediately knew I wanted to set the rest of them. I wanted to work through the 

messy relationship of these very real people and navigate just how to entwine 

Orada’s voice with mine. 

In my excitement and my embarrassment, communicating this to Orada was 

not nearly so eloquent. I, of course, complimented her on the play and probably 

mumbled something about how it was well done and the actors had done a great 

job. I attempted to explain the phenomenon that was hearing her words to my music 

as I listened to other people speak them, though I’m not entirely certain the concept 

                                                 
26 Orada Lelanuja. Sanctuary. 2010. Lines 148-151. 
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makes sense outside of my head, and I told her that I wanted to set her play to music 

and transform her words into a one-act opera and I sang to her what I had heard as I 

watched. Having never worked with a composer before, Orada was excited about 

the prospect but wanted to be sure that the intent and structure of the original 

script would remain.  

“Will you change anything? What will you do if you don’t like it?” she asked.  

At the time, changing what she had written hadn’t even occurred to me. I 

wanted her words as they were, prose and all.  

“I’ll use what you gave me,” I told her, “and, if I even think about changing 

something, we’ll talk about it first. They’re still your words. I’m just using them to 

write my music.” 

Satisfied, she gave me a copy of the play on a warm, spring afternoon.  

 

Assessment of the Text 

Taking the prose as it was written posed unique compositional 

considerations. Often when setting text for an art song or an aria, the chosen text 

has a set meter to it, with pre-ordained cadence and syllabic stress like one might 

find in a Shakespearean sonnet or in the text of American hymns from the 18th and 

19th centuries. In the common metre [CM] hymn “Amazing Grace,” for example, each 

verse of the familiar text is organized in lines of 8 and 6 syllables in iambs [pairs of 
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unstressed/stressed syllables],27 denoted 8686 in many hymnals. Many musical 

decisions depend on that poetic, syllabic structure, including the time signature, 

tempo, rhythmic values, and barline placement. In the case of “Amazing Grace,” this 

results in a lilting, strophic tune in ¾ time with the weak opening syllables on the 

anacrusis followed by strong syllables on the structurally stronger downbeats. 

Setting prose does not lend itself to these familiar patterns as the text itself does not 

have that intrinsic scaffolding. In Sanctuary, every line demands a fresh examination 

to determine the important words and emotional drive of the phrase. Placing the 

wrong word or syllable in a stronger position within the musical phrase could not 

just corrupt a thought but weaken an entire character. Despite all of this, I ultimately 

only asked her for two slight alterations in the text. With her permission, I changed a 

single word in line 156, changing the man’s dialogue from “Is lying alone in my bed, 

knowing that she is outside,” to “Is lying alone in our bed, knowing that she is 

outside,” in order to better highlight the couple’s unity, especially in the 

denouement of the play. 28 The second alteration was really a structural device. 

Given the amount of text and aural repetition therein, I asked if every line needed to 

be sung individually or if I could write the music in such a way that some of the lines 

overlapped and kind of tumbled over each other from time to time, with one line of 

dialogue beginning before the one before it had ended, highlighting how the man 

                                                 
27 Britannica Academic, s.v. "Common metre," accessed April 7, 2017. 
28 Orada Lelanuja. Sanctuary. 2010. Line 156. Emphasis added. 
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and the woman seemed to be commenting on each other’s monologues despite not 

being able to hear them. Orada agreed to both provisions with no hesitation. 

Sanctuary was essentially a finished work as a one-act play when the script 

came to me. Orada had spent time editing and revising before actors ever read it 

and, not only had the play been performed as a straight stage play, I had seen the 

premiere of the text as a stage play. Collaborations I had been a part of in the past 

had been plagued by endless meetings and brainstorming sessions and arguments 

where nothing really seems to move forward, a kind of artistic stasis eventually 

leading to compromise. With Sanctuary, Orada’s contribution felt more set in stone 

to me. When I talked to Orada about the play, my questions centered more on her 

intent and how she interpreted her characters and their motivation. Somewhat 

unsurprisingly, asking “but what does this line mean?” usually got about the same 

average response from Orada that I give performers who ask me for clarification 

when performing my scores: “What do you think it means? What does it mean to 

you?” I was about as exasperated as my performers usually looked when given that 

answer but it made my approach to the text more introspective, possibly Orada’s 

goal to begin with. What I would be doing then, was twofold; both to stay true to 

Orada’s words and her vision of the play and to use those words as a springboard to 

create a new work, blending both her voice and mine in such a way that her words 

and my music seemed integral to each other.  

To begin my portion of the collaboration in earnest, because of the 

aforementioned considerations of the prose, I spent a lot of time with Orada’s 
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words, approaching the play as a director might. Singers must be actors as well to 

truly convey the emotion of the words they sing and, while there would be room for 

their own interpretation, my musical notes would later guide that understanding 

and act as a sort of staging for their emotional and performative process.  In a way, 

to set text to its fullest advantage, a composer must also be director, actor, and 

dramaturg, delving into the text to find the nuances, the complexities, the 

implications, beyond the face-value meaning of the words. While the singer’s 

interpretation will guide the ultimate performance, the composer must decide the 

overall emotion of a scene, interpret where allusions and associations might be 

made between dramatic moments, and use those decisions to guide the composition 

of the piece. 

As I began making the decisions I would need to write the piece, I printed out 

a clean copy of the script, found in Appendix B, and gathered a rainbow of felt-tip 

pens. As I read to internalize, not just to understand, I would often take my pens and 

my script to the mezzanine outside of Hemmle Recital Hall—a less travelled area of 

the School of Music with large sunny windows—where I could focus on the words 

without the distractions of home or even passersby. Throughout this creative 

process, I created an annotated copy of the script with those colored felt-tip pens, 

including the emotional ebb and flow, important words and phrases, and to show 

where the emotional climax was building, as well as potential staging ideas to offset 

the two instances where the characters are actually speaking to each other rather 

than engaging in parallel monologues. I discussed my thoughts and my analysis with 
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Orada, occasionally asking for clarifications on the intent of one section or the 

wording of another. These discussions led to further annotations and were integral 

to decisions I made regarding the structure and tone of the piece as well as notation 

of potential staging. 

My first read-through was simply for content—the most basic aspects of the 

play—who are these people and what is this play about. Sanctuary is effectively a set 

of parallel monologues given by two people in a relationship, discussing their 

difficulties with the audience but never with each other. The play is in one-act with 

no breaks or pauses and no real change of scene but there are two moments where 

the two characters actually speak to each other, once relatively early in the play and 

once at the very end of the play. I knew immediately that these two sections needed 

to stand out from the texture of the rest of the piece in both style and musical 

design. Because of this, I made a compositional decision from the very beginning of 

my sketches, before any notes had been written, to have those brief moments 

spoken, rather than sung, as though they are the real world while the sung 

monologues are more inner dialogue. These moments, lines 25-28 and lines 163 to 

the end seen in Examples 1 and 2, excerpted from the annotated script found in 

Appendix B, I marked on my annotated script in orange using parallel lines that 

generally denote score divisions in a printed piece of music, visually setting them off 

from the rest of the text before anything else.29 I posited, based on my previous 

experience, that these might be moments that could be set further apart with a 

                                                 
29 Ibid, lines 25-28 & 163-166. 
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multimedia treatment, possibly filming those exchanges ahead of time in a separate 

setting to be projected on a screen in context while the sung monologues in the final 

score remained live on stage.30  

 

Example 1. Sanctuary, annotated script. Lines 25-28. 

 

Example 2. Sanctuary, annotated script. Lines 163-166. 

                                                 
30 This was a common device in the Dramatic Media department at Texas Lutheran University ca. 
2001-2005. For The Laramie Project, many of the interviews were recorded in advance and projected 
which allowed for a greater variety in actors who may not have been able to commit to the run. In the 
2003 production of Playing with Fire (After Frankenstein), pre-recorded actors behind a static mask 
allowed the various facets of the monster to be seamlessly portrayed by different actors as well as 
contributing to a rather unconventional staging with only one actor present on stage for much of the 
show. An image of the staging for this production can be seen at www.tludramaticmedia.com. 

http://www.tludramaticmedia.com/


Texas Tech University, Katherine E. DeVet, August 2019 

24 
 

The next read was for broad emotional content, marking my initial instincts 

on tone, timbre, and even the beginnings of musical content. As the days warmed to 

summer, I took time to speak the play aloud to our small dog as he patrolled our 

backyard, experimenting with different interpretations of certain lines, making 

decisions as though I would be performing the part myself and making more 

annotations accordingly, affecting less his diligence that the neighborhood cats 

would not win and more informing the melodic lines that would follow later. Given 

the lack of definite scenes, I first marked what seemed to be obvious emotional 

shifts with score divisions in yellow throughout the annotated script, a portion of 

which can be seen in Example 3. The opening exchange, which reads as relatively 

declamatory and emotionally neutral, started at line 1 and continued until the first 

interactive exchange from lines 25 through 28. Lines 29 through 41 are increasingly 

agitated as they begin to discuss the concerns they have in their relationship, 

marked in pink with occasional word stress and possible musical content. In my 

initial reads, it felt to me that lines 29 through 40 should be increasingly intense, 

possibly with the delivery accelerated, a little bit jumbled and offset between the 

two voices, so that it almost sounds like the two actors are fighting to get the next 

Example 3.  Sanctuary, annotated script. Lines 39-42. 
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word in, their words tumbling over each other as they state nearly the same thing. 

This culminates in their mutual frustration in lines 39 and 40 [“I just don’t know 

what’s wrong!”/”Everything is wrong.”] which I marked with an exclamation point, 

also in Example 3, my shorthand for the endpoint of emotional intensity before an 

abrupt emotional shift following it where both the intensity and likely the volume 

would drop off that would need special musical attention. Seeing this, after a pause 

to mark the emotional shift, I wrote a subito piano in line 41 as the woman realizes, 

“And I’m scared.” This line is the beginning of a turning point as they wonder if each 

will leave the other in lines 42 through 44, and before beginning their nostalgia in 

line 48. 

Some musical ideas, such as those just mentioned in lines 29 through 44, 

came easier than others. I knew generally how the music should feel even if the right 

notes would come with much difficulty in the later compositional process. The 

emotional annotation would provide a sort of extra-musical outline to the piece that 

was to come. The blue markings indicating musical and melodic content, seen in 

Example 4, depicting lines 43 through 54, came later as I was working to set the text 

but are no less true to the emotional content. Lines 48 through 67 are warmer and 

nostalgic, before a brief turning point in lines 68 and 69. At line 70, we begin to see 

the catalyzing situation that caused the issues in their relationship though it remains 

mostly expository through line 86. A prominent moment in the emotional arc of the 

play comes next, where we see a description of the woman finding part of her 

sanctuary in lines 90 through 97 before the “beginning of the end” starts in line 104. 



Texas Tech University, Katherine E. DeVet, August 2019 

26 
 

Lines 104 through 147 are more tumultuous and a bit of an emotional roller coaster, 

working through shame, despondence, frustration, almost building to frantic 

despair, marked in a series of red and orange annotations. The emotional climax of 

the play occurs in lines 145 and 146, which seem to be remarkably self-centered 

rather than other-centered for both characters. Line 148 returns to the opening 

lines of the play and the listener finds respite, a bit of sanctuary if you will, working 

through to the one moment of true unity and ending on a note of unresolved hope. 

Notably, from a sheerly technical point of view, there is a fair amount of 

repetition in the relatively short text. The word “sanctuary” is used in the play 

Example 4. Sanctuary, annotated script, including blue marks indicating musical content. Lines 43-54. 
Example 5. Sanctuary, script. Lines 4-12. 
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fifteen times and “coffee” sixteen times, marked in green and orange respectively in 

the annotated script. Variants of “we were very happy” occur three times, marked in 

green brackets, and the opening lines, marked in pink brackets, are repeated 

verbatim at the onset of the final scene, bookending the piece with the idea of 

sanctuary, first heard in one voice then later the other. Throughout the annotation, 

similar lines between the two characters were marked to note clear parallels in 

their dialogue and respective trains of thought. For example, immediately following 

the opening lines, we hear the exchange seen in lines 4-12 in Example 5. The aural 

repetition is the first inkling we get of the common threads that tie the couple 

together and indicates a pervasive interconnectedness despite the apparent 

emotional disconnect in their relationship.  

It was this connectivity that led me to consider tumbling some of the lines, a 

sort of aural elision where a line of text is begun before the text before it ends 

without truncating either, both in the interest of time and to put the couple’s 

relationship with each other in stark relief through the words they chose.  

Having thought this, I asked Orada the next time I saw her, “Orada, I have a 

question. In the dialogue, do the words have to come in exactly the order you have 

them in the script?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Does it have to be just block text after block of text or can it overlap some?” 

Orada was hesitant. “What are you thinking?” 
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I showed her the sketch of lines 4-12, seen in Example 6. “There’s a lot of 

echoing back and forth between the man and the woman. Could I work it in the 

music so some of the lines are split up more like this? So in the push and pull of the 

overlap the common threads between them are highlighted even more?” 

Orada looked over the sketch and thought about this for a bit. “Ok. You can do 

that.” 

After consulting with Orada on the potential pacing change, this gave me the 

opportunity to have melodic and rhythmic interplay between the two voices 

without the benefit of a traditional dialogue or duet where in the stage play the 

viewer had seen independent blocks of thought. Through this idea, the end of the 

woman’s lines and the beginning of the man’s seen in Example 5, instead of two 

isolated statements, becomes one intertwined thought, seen in the lower portion of 

the sketched manuscript excerpt in Example 6. With this idea in mind, and a large 

quantity of text in front of me, I began to write. 
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Example 6. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 4-12. 

Beginning to Write 

 There is a certain amount of power in the tools we choose to use for any 

given project. Before embarking on this journey, I bought several bound hardcover 

manuscript journals from a local bookstore and a pen that was comfortable in the 

hand with a good weight, a caliber higher than that I usually use, that would be 

dedicated to this project alone and kept with the current journal. How I write, and 

why I chose to begin with these particular tools, calls back experiences I had earlier 

in my educational history. Though it may not initially appear related, my sophomore 

English and Creative Writing teacher, author David Fleming, prescribed that drafts 

for his Creative Writing class in particular be written longhand in ink, and no 

corrective fluid was to be used. Instead, if we felt a given phrase or line was not up 

to our standards, we were to strike it through with a single line so that every word 

that had been penned toward a piece remained indelible. We were not required to 
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keep every word as we finalized our work, but this lack of erasure allowed us to 

revisit what we initially considered our “screw-ups” and reevaluate their worth 

toward the finished product. Several years later, my composition professor while 

studying at Texas State University, Russell Riepe, recommended that first drafts of 

scores always be written out on manuscript paper rather than entered into music 

notation software in order to preserve a more organic sense of the original musical 

ideas and to retain a better sense of musical flow as the composition progressed.  

Because of these practices in my formative years writing both prose and 

music, the score for Sanctuary began with sketches drawn out in ink to prevent the 

impulse to erase notes that may not immediately seem right, sketching out notes 

and contours with shorthand notes on rhythmic possibilities and syllabic stress. 

Early in my compositional career, one thought resonated with me from one of Ned 

Rorem’s diaries. Almost as an aside, Rorem penned the following:   

Like most composers I can’t sing well, but I can be moved to tears when I sing. And so I used 
to write for the voice everything I couldn’t do, until I realized that singing is the most natural 
of all expression. Anything a composer can’t sing well enough to please himself, he shouldn’t 
write.31 

I took that last sentence to heart. My melodies and vocal lines are overwhelmingly 

written sitting at a piano and singing the line until it feels right in the voice, a 

nebulous and inexact concept at best. Because of this, when I set prose or non-

traditionally metered poetry, I tend toward mixed meter, less for its novelty and 

more to ensure the correct syllabic stress in a given phrase and to subtly encourage 

the performer to give it the emotional weight and inference I envision. In general, I 

                                                 
31 Ned Rorem, The Paris Diary & The New York Diary: 1951-1961, 1998. p11. 
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try to fit the phrase in the voice before I fine-tune how the words are expressed and 

will sing each line aloud multiple times until the line feels right. If I am unable to 

decide on the “right” contour for a given line, I will sketch a few that seem close, 

generally at least two to four iterations, to revisit and reevaluate at a later time.  

Though the first lines I heard music for in my head were the opening lines as 

they were repeated for the final scene, the first sketches I made were of two 

recurring ideas that I knew would create part of the emotional backbone for the two 

characters, “my sanctuary” and “we were very happy,” followed immediately by the 

opening lines. “My sanctuary” came out fully formed almost at once, a series of 

lilting half-steps imitating speech patterns, either falling by a major third or rising 

by a minor third for the final syllable. The descending interval is seen as a 

diminished fourth in the first instance as accidental tendencies had not yet been 

established. Four possible versions for this phrase can be seen in Examples 7 and 8. 

 

Example 7. Sanctuary manuscript. Line 5 [sic]. June 5. 

 

Example 8. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 4 & 8. 
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As the idea of “sanctuary” is integral in the text, both permutations are found many 

times in the vocal lines and imitated in the accompaniment in the final score, seen 

for the first time sung by the woman in mm. 22-23.  

“We were very happy” took more time to settle with four versions in the 

initial sketch, seen in Example 9, and much more extensive refinement later to get 

the interplay between the voices correct. Though the line is proclaimed by each 

character individually in the play, I explored the possibility of both characters 

singing the line simultaneously as a brief duet but none of the harmonies I tried 

seemed to quite fit. Numerous versions of the line with both voices in harmony were 

considered, but, I kept coming back to the fact that, despite the words coming out of 

their mouths, they weren’t quite happy and weren’t quite in sync with each other. 

With even this small emotional chasm between them, a homophonic setting was 

never going to feel right. Though mirroring each other and nearly emotionally in 

tune with each other, the lines were set after much deliberation with the man 

beginning on beat 3 of m. 159 in the final score, echoed with a similar contour an 

octave and a fourth higher by the woman on beat 3 of m. 160, seen in the excerpt 

from the full score in Example 10.  While the word “coffee” does appear in the text 

more than most and may seem on first read to be integral to the play, it is not 

essential to the couple’s relationship and, therefore, did not receive special 

treatment when setting the text.  
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Example 10. Sanctuary, full score, vocal lines, mm. 159-162. 

Despite my most ardent attempts, my compositional process is not linear. 

While this is true for many composers, it was much more extreme over the 

compositional journey of Sanctuary, working a few measures at a time in three or 

four sections almost simultaneously, without finishing any given section before 

working on the next. I tend to work in spurts, starting with a section at random that 

piques my interest or a musical phrase that pops into my head and work until I hit a 

roadblock and then start somewhere new in a kind of compositional “drop the 

needle.” Eventually, I will work backwards or sideways to create cohesiveness and 

Example 9. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 45-46. 
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transitions between the different sections of music that have been written out of 

order. With Sanctuary, I started with the sections that called the most, in no 

particular order. Early on, I sketched out ideas for the recurring ideas mentioned 

earlier to create melodic touchstones for myself. After that, I sketched out the 

beginning of the memories about meeting each other, beginning with line 48 [Man: 

When I first met her…]. The opening ten or so lines, followed by the emotional 

climax at line 145 transitioning into the final scene, came next as I felt this is really 

what this couple’s story really distilled down to, both where they were most 

distraught and where they were most at peace, despite the turmoil surrounding 

them. The emotional transition from line 40 to line 41 received similar attention. 

Even with these ideas jumping out on their own, I didn’t work them in any particular 

order nor did I necessarily work one idea until it was done before moving on to the 

next. Different sections progressed at different rates.  

In the beginning of the nostalgic section, one of the earlier parts sketched, the 

man’s lines beginning at line 48 [“When I first met her…”] (Example 11) seemed to 

lend themselves to a rising quintal/sextal motion in the accompaniment, seen in 

Example 6. I find this motive conjures memories of the peaceful night noises of my 

childhood previously described, it is now the music of sitting on the back porch in 

the summer listening to the cicadas and toads near my family home, a sort of 
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inserted personal sanctuary of my own. This sense of musical “home,” despite its 

lack of tonality seemed to ground the nostalgia for me and give the piece as a whole 

the beginnings of an idea of home despite the lack of traditional tonic relationships. 

From this example, one can see the results of some of the active reworking of the 

sketch as I sang through it. The words “When I first met her” were initially Bb, Db, 

Bb, Db, C, but the final two pitches are crossed out with Eb and Ab written above, 

which was a second pass at the “correct” melody, along with liberal reordering of 

the accompanimental motive. Similar edits are seen in the next line of manuscript on 

“was her smile,” where C-Bb-C became C-Gb-Eb. Interestingly, though the “final” 

melodic notes in this sketch are not always what survived into the final version, “the 

Example 11. Sanctuary, manuscript. Lines 48-50. 
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first thing that I noticed” would stay the same.” The bracketed simultaneities seen 

on the bottom half of Example 11 are a chord progression that would later be 

fleshed out into accompaniment. The woman’s lines that follow this, beginning at 

line 51, were sketched almost simultaneously. As can be seen in Example 12, the 

contour of the parallel lines [“When I first met her”/”When I first met him”] are not 

identical in either their pitch or intervallic content but similar enough that the 

listener hears echoes of the other. Where their memories depart [“the first thing 

that I noticed”/”actually, I don’t remember…”], the contours are at diametric 

opposites, with the man rising in pitch while the woman falls before she picks up his 

rising scalar motion when she does remember him, the pitch center of which 

changed as can be seen in the manuscript. 

Example 12. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 51-53. 
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Seen on the next page in Example 13, the emotional transition in lines 41 

came unbidden next. The line “And I’m scared…” seemed to be an abrupt emotional 

shift from an agitated, exclamatory frustration in line 40 [“Everything is wrong”] to 

this quiet, private truth that the woman felt almost afraid to admit to herself. I set 

this music softly in a lower tessitura, naturally setting itself apart from the higher 

ranged tumult that would precede it. Right at the bottom of the treble clef, this 

would be comfortable but relatively unassuming in the soprano’s range, allowing for 

the introspective vulnerability the called for in the text. The rolling quartal/quintal 

motive in the accompaniment, ornamented by repeated seconds would later become 

a foundational idea for the opening, recurring text, hinting toward the respite the 

foundational idea for the opening, recurring text, hinting toward the respite the 

woman would find later for her fright when she speaks of her sanctuary in lines 148 

and beyond. I made a decision early on that the emotional climax of the script, seen 

in lines 145-147, should also be the musical climax. Initially, I considered placing the 

soprano high point at C6, nearing the edge of my own practical range, with the man 

firmly in the tenor range with a Bb4. In singing through this several times, I decided 

the extended range felt out of place with who the characters were developing to be. I 

wanted the man to sound more world weary, and the woman grounded. Given the 

everyday nature of the storyline, extraordinary range or extended vocal felt like it 

would overreach the relatability of the characters. In light of this, I pulled the   
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Example 13. Sanctuary, manuscript, Lines 41-45. 
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soprano high note back to a more comfortable Ab5 and the man back to a more 

baritone friendly F3, as can be seen in the editing of Example 14. Indicative of my 

non-linear process, the sketch seen below begins on the second line, continues to 

the third only to be discarded and rewritten on the first line.  

 
 
Possibly among the most crucial lines of the entire work, lines 148-151 are featured 

in one of the most complete sketches of this set. As can be seen in Example 15, the 

opening thought from the woman [“Sanctuary?”] is motivically related to the 

musical ideas established for that word in Examples 7 and 8, this time with a 

descending neighbor on the second syllable, rather than ascending, concluding with 

a thoughtful sounding rising of a m3. As can be seen, though spaced poorly as the 

vocal lines were established first, this sketch includes the structural support of the 

accompanimental information, complete with thoughts on placement and rhythmic 

Example 14. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 145-147. 
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information. This is one of few places in the handwritten manuscript where the 

vocal line is written with rhythmic values in mind, rather than, at best, sketched 

suggestions to be figured out later in the compositional process. Also, aside from a 

couple notes crossed out in the accompanying simultaneities, there is very little 

alteration from the original sketch, unlike previously in Example 6. These lines are 

the heart of the piece, the crucial moment that the rest of the story revolves around 

for me as a composer and the completeness of the original sketch reflects this. 

Nearly as much as the lines repeated here from the opening scene, the musical ideas 

in this sketch would serve as a musical and emotional core for the entire work, 

grounding the listener and the performers in the promise of the text “…that inside 

Example 15. Sanctuary manuscript. Lines 148-150. 
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everyone there is a place called sanctuary, where we find comfort, where thoughts 

and fears just fade away.”32 

From here, overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of text, I switched gears and 

began transferring my sketches to notation software, beginning with the opening 

lines and the lines transitioning into when the couple met, less by design and more 

sheerly as a by-product of the level of detail in the initial sketch. For both sections, 

the accompanimental figures hung on gestures I had used in other pieces that 

resonated with me. The opening quartal-quintal movement in the piano, for 

example, saw life in a different form in an art song I once wrote. The related leaps as 

the man remembers meeting the woman originated as a woodwind quintet that 

never quite got off the ground, centering around that same idea of night-noises in 

the country. The daily grind of gradually breathing life into musical ideas is often 

less interesting to the casual observer but I did my best to keep Orada involved in 

the conversation as much as I could. As the early sections made more sense in the 

notation software and began edging past what I could play or sing for her myself, I 

made her listen to things through the notation software. 

“But I don’t know anything about music!” was a common refrain. She didn’t 

feel like she knew enough about the idiom I was using to comment on what I had 

written to complement her words. Each time she’d protest and each time I’d tell her 

that it didn’t matter how much she did or didn’t know about music. I wasn’t writing 

it to be smart; I was writing it to mean something, not just to me but to anyone who 

                                                 
32 Lelanuja, Sanctuary. Lines 1-3. 
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heard it. I wanted it to feel as important to the audience hearing it for the first time 

as it had for me the first time I heard the words spoken in the lab theatre. I played it 

for her anyway, setting the software to scroll through the music I had written in a 

way that let her see how her words fit into it. 

“It doesn’t matter,” I’d tell her, “just listen and read the words.” Despite me 

doing this at least once every other week for a while, it was always the same chorus 

and she never really knew what to say about seeing and hearing how her words 

would fit. Coming from her advanced playwriting classes, she looked for what she 

thought I wanted, usually something “academic sounding,” but her response was 

usually mostly just a smile and “it’s beautiful.” Truthfully, I don’t think the synthesis 

of her words and my music felt real to her until I had finished composing from the 

opening lines up through the first spoken dialogue. Now, it really started to feel 

“finished” and I made her listen to more than a brief snippet here or there. Once it 

was ready, I made her listen yet again, still to her protestations though they had 

started to be weaker at this point. By the end of the four short minutes, she was 

beaming. 

 
One Line at a Time 

 In order to systematically work through the text despite my compositional 

style not usually working chronologically, and after several chunks of the above 

sketches had been completed or nearly so, I started sketching the beginning phrase 

of each portion of text. I marked each line in my working script as I went along with 
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a highlighter and marked the sketch with the line number from the script for 

reference, beginning with the reprise of the opening lines of the play seen in the 

final scene.  During this part of the process, the slogging through of the hard stuff, 

Orada had returned home to Thailand so the times when I could bounce ideas off of 

her were few and far between and largely limited to instant messages sent at odd 

hours, and so my non-linear style became more fragmented as I grew frustrated. As 

with much of my writing, I still jumped around within the script, setting larger 

sections when the words and music fused quicker. Some of these sketches were 

more formed than others.  The reprised opening lines, starting at line 148, for 

example, included not just contour but also rhythmic suggestions and the bare 

bones of a sketched out accompaniment for the entire statement, seen in Example 

15. Similar fleshing out was done early on for the text staring at line 41, seen in 

Example 13.  Other sections were more brief motivic ideas or even just mapping out 

the give and take in the text, as can be seen in Example 16 where we see the 

beginning snippets of lines 70, 74, and 79. 
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Example 16. Sanctuary, manuscript. Lines 70, 74, 79. 

Throughout this process, I went back and forth between my handwritten notes and 

endeavoring to flesh my sketches out into complete musical ideas in music notation 

software, gradually completing melodic lines that had begun life as just a few notes 

as seen in Example 16, and gradually filling in my annotated score, highlighting each 

word in the dialogue as now it was set to music. 

Continuing to not work in any sort of linear fashion, the entire final scene, 

lines 148 through the end, was fleshed out and completed long before I had even 

finished setting all of the vocal lines. Inspired by the opening lines, I used the 

woman’s question of “Sanctuary?” as a pivot point between the turmoil of the 

emotional climax and the ending scene, reusing the musical content of the opening 

nearly note for note, transposed up to suit the woman’s voice better. Working in the 

heartbeat motive that would be used for lines 90-97, the closing scene in the final 
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score sounds richer and fuller than its bookended counterpart. By now, the couple 

has been through trials and tribulations and has finally begun to realize that, though 

they may feel far apart, they truly are most centered and most at peace when they 

are together. This is complemented by lush triadic echoes in the instruments of “My 

sanctuary,” enrapturing us before the final moment when the man and woman sing 

in true unison, finally realizing just how important the other is. The play does not 

resolve the issues between the couple but does end with hope, echoed in the 

optimistic open harmonies in the strings and echoed as the horn reiterates, “It’s like 

the first ray of sunlight.” There are times in many an artist’s life when their artwork 

seems to take on a life of its own and transcends what they were originally trying to 

accomplish. For me, the closing scene of Sanctuary was one of those moments. It 

makes my heart swell and I feel the optimism I hope the couple has moving forward. 

As moving as it is to me, I have caught several people quietly drying their eyes after 

listening to it. 

When I finally finished setting the text after a feverish few hours of flow, I 

exulted and sent a joyous message to Orada. Though the work itself was far from 

finished, there was a tremendous amount of accomplishment in that fully 

technicolor script, every last word having found the musical notes to voice them. 

Gradually, often working sideways and comparing back and forth between sections 

with similar emotional content, the accompaniment filled out bit by bit, at times, 

much like the echoing between the two voices, with echoes of the melodic content of 
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the voices spread out through the instruments, knitting the couple together more 

thoroughly. 

 

Finishing 

For much of the sketching previously discussed, instrumentation was only a loose 

idea. The play has a certain intimacy to it—only two voices focusing on the very 

personal concept of sanctuary—and the premiere at Raider Red’s One Act Play 

Spectacular had highlighted that further in the staging and lighting decisions that 

were made. My memory often returned to that night: the stage was very sparse, a 

platform to represent a bed and not much else, and the lighting low, almost as 

though the woman had simply slipped out of bed to the living room, dimly lit by the 

streetlights streaming in the darkened windows. I wanted to emulate this through 

my musical choices, create an intimacy with the instrumentation. The accompanying 

voices of the instruments gradually worked themselves out of the texture of the 

night: the light slanting across the room as a car passes becoming a flute or an oboe, 

the warmth of a quilt around her shoulders stitched out of the strings, the exhalation 

of the house as it settles in the bassoon and horn, the comforting constancy felt 

sheerly by being in a well-known space brought to life in the rich arpeggiations of 

the piano. The finished product holds all of this promise and more, knowing that 

both characters are there and ready to work toward the future. 
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Chapter 3 

Musical Language and Construction 
 
 In many ways, a composer uses music in the same way one uses language, 

and a composer’s individual musical voice evolves in much the same way their 

spoken voice does, creating an aural fingerprint that makes a given piece of music 

sound “theirs.” Intervallic structures and modalities become vocabulary and dialect. 

The sweep of a musical phrase becomes a statement, sometimes a whole paragraph, 

expressing any number of ideas at once, often in a way that is truly unique to the 

writer. Just as there are only twenty-six letters in the English alphabet but 

innumerable words and thoughts possible in the language built with them, there are 

only twelve pitches in western harmony, complimented with octave equivalency to 

give us variation and color, and the decisions that go into their arrangement make 

each piece unique. Sanctuary is not traditionally tonal. It does not follow a 

prescribed set of pitches or ascribe to the general tonal tendencies inherent in 

modern recognized scale or mode structures. The musical content flows with the 

inner monologue of the two voices, at times dreamy and almost stagnant as they 

muse on the stillness and quiet of what “sanctuary” means to them, and at others, 

harsh and dissonant as they individually work through difficulties in their 

relationship, musical decisions made with just as much care as those made by the 

playwright who wrote the words they are speaking. 
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Voicing and Instrumentation 

 Discerning the voicing and instrumentation that best suited Sanctuary took a 

bit of time. With the myriad options seen in chamber works, both operatic and 

instrumental, there were a wide variety of possibilities that could suit should the 

need arise. The two characters in the piece are one man and one woman, both mid 

20s to late 30s, and specified by the language in the play to be not only a couple but 

married and working through a problematic time in their relationship.33 Much like a 

director casting a play, the vocal ranges chosen have an effect on how a character is 

perceived by the audience and how the role is approached by the performer. 

Though definitive categorization would be time consuming, many operatic and 

choral pairings seem to prefer a matching of sopranos and tenors for romantic pairs, 

somewhat influenced by the European Fach system. As Pearl Yeadon McGinnis 

states in The Opera Singer’s Career Guide, “The tenor is usually the good guy and has 

a higher, more melodious and soothing voice than the dangerous but sometimes 

still-attractive scoundrel, who is usually a baritone or bass with a vocal quality that 

can sound rough and threatening.”34 Furthermore, McGinnis points out that “opera 

roles were developed to correspond to [the] connection between physical build and 

sound.”35 Throughout the operatic genre, continuing to a certain extent in modern 

                                                 
33 Orada Lelanuja, Sanctuary (2010), preliminary material, i. 
34 Pearl Yeadon McGinnis and Marith McGinnis Willis. The Opera Singer’s Career Guide: Understanding 
the European Fach System. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2010. p4. 
35 Ibid. 
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musical theatre, younger, less mature roles tend to be written for lighter, higher 

voices and older, more experienced characters darker and fuller. 

With this in mind, both voices were conceptualized as darker timbres, 

featuring unusual but not overly difficult ranges and tessiture in order to hopefully 

attract singers with the personal life experience necessary to portray the roles 

convincingly. The man was written as a baritone rather than the traditional 

romantic tenor in order to more readily convey the world-weariness of his situation 

as well as the warmth of his nostalgia. The range of the man’s part extends from G2 

to F4, with tessitura varying with emotional content but mostly centering around 

F3. Paired with him, the woman was written as a soprano with a wide range and 

relatively low tessitura, implying the need for a fuller, darker voice to suit the 

character’s life experience and inner-turmoil, though not quite edging to the 

weltschmerz implied in the mezzo-sopranos or dramatic voices that are often cast as 

older women such as Herodias in Richard Strauss’ Salome, women of ill repute as in 

Georges Bizet’s Carmen, or those touched with madness like Giuseppe Verdi’s Lady 

Macbeth in Macbeth. 36 The soprano spans Ab3 to Ab5, a range slightly low for the 

vocal classification but not unheard of in the darker and fuller voiced soprano 

Fächer or in more modern musical theatre roles. The role of Galinda/Glinda in 

Stephen Schwartz’ Wicked, for example, originated by coloratura soprano Kristen 

                                                 
36 Richard Strauss and Oscar Wilde, Salome: In full score, (1905, Repr., New York: Dover, 1981); 
George Bizet, et al, Carmen: Opéra comique in four acts = in vier Akten = en quatre actes, ed. Robert 
Didion (London: E. Eulenburg, 2003); Giuseppe Verdi and Francesco Maria Piave, Macbeth; a 
Melodrama in Four Acts, (New York: Edwin F. Kalmus, n.d.). 
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Chenoweth, includes a prominent Ab3 in “For Good,” a duet that falls toward the end 

of the show, notably occurring after both of the lead characters have gone through 

significant life events. 37 Similarly, the soprano part in Benjamin’s Into the Little Hill, 

written for soprano Anu Komsi, ranges from a D6 to G#3 in mm. 293-298 alone. 38 

The woman in Sanctuary falls somewhere along the lines of a lyric soprano, which 

McGinnis describes as “a voice with warm beautiful color” and features roles like 

Micaëla in Bizet’s Carmen or Susanna in Mozart’s La Nozze di Figaro, or a character 

soprano, as McGinnis classifies Carmen herself.39 In either case, this breadth of voice 

requires relative vocal maturity to maintain both strength in the lower chest voice 

as well as the control needed as the tessitura approaches the top of the treble clef.  

Given the collaboration inherent in the work, it is worth mentioning that 

both voice parts had originally been conceptualized and pitched slightly higher at 

the climax of the piece as seen in the sketch in Example 17. Generally speaking, 

when writing for a non-specific ensemble or performance venue, one follows the 

recommended ranges suggested in standardized orchestration texts or knowledge 

from personal experience with a given instrument or voice part. In these instances, 

                                                 
37 Kristin Chenoweth and Joni Rodgers, A Little Bit Wicked: (Life, Love, and Faith in Stages), (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2009) p57; Stephen Schwartz and Gregory Maguire, “For Good, piano/vocal 
[r 10/04” Wicked, (original show format, provided by the composer upon request) mm. 68-69. 
38 George Benjamin, Into the Little Hill: A Lyric Tale in Two Parts: For Soprano, Contralto and Ensemble 
of 15 playerI (London: Faber Music, 2006), preliminary pages, ii; Ibid, mm. 293-298, pp 45-46. 
39 McGinnis and Willis, p22, 24. 



Texas Tech University, Katherine E. DeVet, August 2019 

51 
 

it is always worth consulting with performers to verify ranges, required technical 

expertise, and extended technique needed to realize a written part. The woman’s 

part was written to suit the voice of the composer and, as such, could be sung by a 

soprano with a strong chest voice as the composer or a mezzo-soprano. The man’s 

part was originally had originally climaxed on a G4, based on range confines of past 

vocal students, but conversations with a colleague interested in premiering the 

work resulted in adjusting the written range to better suit his voice. Because of this, 

the upper extreme of the woman’s part was also edited down from the original Bb5 

to the current Ab5 to better suit the evolution of the adjusted musical language in 

that section, as shown in Example 18. 

After the voices were established, the piece needed an accompanying 

ensemble that would afford a variety of timbral colors while cultivating the intimacy 

of performance that was so key in the stage play. Piano was originally used as a sort 

Example 17. Sanctuary, manuscript, including edits, lines 145-147. 
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of rough draft short score, initially intended to concisely conceptualize 

accompaniment by hand before orchestrating it in notation software, mostly to save 

space and paper. Throughout the early compositional process, it eventually became 

apparent that certain timbral aspects of the piano score strongly favored its 

inclusion in the final ensemble. In particular, the crystalline ostinato seen in mm. 19-

38, excerpted in Example 19, while lovely in and of itself, loses some of its character 

in a non-percussive melodic instrument. Furthermore, possibly given the nature of 

standard vocal repertoire, there is a kind of comforting warmth afforded to pedaled 

Example 18. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 509-516. 
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arpeggios, as in mm. 6-16 and in many other sections throughout the piece. This 

coupled with held quartal and quintal harmonies helps structure the pervasive 

sense of aural sanctuary, giving the listener a sense of restfulness, comfort and 

safety. 

Once the piano was established as a central timbre in the ensemble, other 

accompanimental instruments were considered. Even looking to published scores 

for precedence, an overabundance of possibilities were available. While there are a 

great number of established ensembles within the chamber opera repertoire, non-

traditional instrumentation was strongly considered for the unusual blend of colors 

potentially available, in part due to hours spent studying chamber works like Olivier 

Messiaen’s Quatour pour la Fin du Temps and George Benjamin’s Into the Little Hill.40 

The Messiaen quartet instrumentation, violin, clarinet in Bb, cello, and piano, is 

intriguing for its usage of uncommon color combinations afforded to the composer 

by simply working with what he had available, opening the possibility for a chamber 

work featuring woodwinds, particularly reeds, and strings. 41 In a similar but 

broader vein, Into the Little Hill is written for soprano and contralto with 

                                                 
40 Olivier Messiaen, Quatuor pour la fin du temps: Violon, clarinette en si bémol, violoncelle et piano, 
(Paris: Durand, 1942); Benjamin. 
41 Anthony Pople, Messiaen, Quatuor Pour La Fin Du Temps, Cambridge Music Handbooks. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 7-8. 

Example 19. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 19-22. 
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instrumental ensemble (piccolo/flute/bass flute, 2 basset horns, contrabass clarinet, 

2 cornets, trombone, percussion (1 player), 2 violins, 2 violas, 2 violoncellos, and 

double bass), a combination that provides rich orchestration options to help tell the 

dark tale of the libretto in this retelling of the Pied Piper of Hamelin.42 

At its core, Sanctuary is about hope, about finding a place that lets the 

listener find calm and comfort, a centeredness to face the turmoil that may be 

happening in their lives. Anchored with the piano, woodwinds were added next, 

initially flute, oboe, and clarinet, to serve as foils and countermelodies for the voices, 

intertwining intimately without overwhelming. To give depth to this, a woodwind 

quintet was rounded out, adding horn in F and bassoon, adding lower voices to 

bolster and counter the baritone as well as accompaniment to fill out the 

background. To broaden the overall aural landscape and blur the sense of time, 

strings were added, initially for their ability to contribute soft-colored held notes 

but also for the range and timbre available.  While brass can have their tender 

moments, it was decided that they should be used sparingly, limiting to the horn 

mentioned above. Similarly, percussion was carefully considered but it became 

apparent that the percussive ideas that were presenting themselves in the early 

stages of the composition were ideal in the already included piano. 

These decisions ultimately resulted in an ensemble made up of piano, 

woodwind quintet, and string quintet. Eleven players is a relatively small 

instrumentation for a chamber opera, but, in addition to the aforementioned color 

                                                 
42 Benjamin, preliminary pages, iii. 
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and timbral considerations, it is a combination of instruments that are generally 

readily available even in small music departments, making this collection of 

instruments a somewhat practical one as well as deliberate artistic choices. 

Similarly, if so desired, this grouping of individual instruments could be scaled up to 

suit a traditional chamber orchestra without forfeiting the intimacy and the 

immediacy of the original ensemble. For flexibility, a piano reduction was created to 

be used for rehearsal or recital when additional forces are unavailable.  

 

Harmonic Language 

 The harmonic language throughout the piece is tonal but not functionally so. 

The sense of tonal center occurs more by assertion, or what may be described as 

centricity, than any kind of traditional functionality and that center, as well as the 

perceived modality, shifts as the piece progresses. While there is no traditional key 

structure, a compositional decision was made that harmonic content and accidental 

tendencies would be governed by the emotional context of the text in a given 

section. Though it is not readily apparent to the listener, in general, sections with 

positive to neutral emotional content, edging toward sadness and bittersweet 

nostalgia, are written with flats and tend to use more open and optimistic sounding 

quartal and quintal simultaneities, particularly perfect intervals with added seconds. 

Sections with more negative emotional content, leaning heavily toward the threat of 

argument and anger, notably moments describing unrest within the relationship, 

feature much closer harmonies, heavy on clustered seconds, tritones, and ninths. 
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Additionally, contributing to the sense of stream of consciousness and seamless 

memory, there is harmonic elision throughout the work, with both the vocal and 

accompanimental lines anticipating shifts in the implied tonal center or augmenting 

the transition to new musical ideas. 

 The cyclic nature of the emotional content of the libretto, coupled with the 

musical and emotional interconnectedness of both the text and the written music, 

makes harmonic analysis difficult without discussing the relationship of a given 

section to others within the work. For example, the opening lines of the libretto are 

repeated verbatim at line 148 and the musical material used for the reprise is nearly 

identical to the opening strains of the score, though transposed up a perfect fifth 

centering around Eb rather than the originating Ab, as seen in Examples 20 and 21. 

Example 20. Line 1. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 10-19. 
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Furthermore, as the parallel monologues of the libretto are more stream of 

consciousness and a journey through memory than chronological movement 

through actual events, the return to previously discussed ideas and emotions is 

echoed in similar musical material, providing the listener grounding and a sense of 

direction on their journey with the singers. While not quite reaching specificity of 

leitmotifs, melodic fragments and motives heard first in the voices are liberally 

spread throughout the score, allowing the instruments to commentate on the 

evolution of the characters as the listener works through their troubles with them. 

Example 21. Line 148. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm 528-535. 
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 Overall, the tonal center is not readily apparent through analysis of the 

ostinato rich accompaniment, but, rather, by observing tendencies of the vocal and 

melodic lines. In the positive-neutral spectrum of emotions, both iterations of the 

opening lines, mm. 1-20 and mm. 524-540, feature a rippling quartal/quintal 

movement in the piano, accented by repeated major seconds, highlighted in 

Example 22 below and apparent in the excerpts seen in Examples 20 and 21. In mm. 

6-20, the piano gesture features repeated Abs and Ebs on strong beats, asserting a 

tonal center of Ab, with melody lines including Cb, Fb, and Gb, while mm. 524-540, 

this relies heavily on Ebs and Bbs in the texture, strongly insinuating a tonal center 

of Eb though the both the vocal lines and piano include Gb, Cb, and Db, both 

implying natural minor, lacking the leading tone in both cases. Complementing this, 

the vocal line in mm. 11-20 begins on Ab3 and mostly functions in Ab natural minor 

along with the previously described piano gesture. Despite this tendency, the quasi-

ostinato inclination in the accompaniment combined with the lack of leading tone 

relationships obfuscates expectations the listener may have for natural minor.  

Though not strictly minimalist, the liberal use of ostinato-like 

accompanimental figures and the intentional dream-like qualities of the music cause 

harmonic movement to border on glacial. Though there are some small variations in 

Example 22. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 6-10. 
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bass note and neighbor tones, the accompaniment for mm. 1-18, seen above in 

Examples 20 & 22, for example, is essentially the same quintal simultaneity: Ab, Eb, 

Bb, Fb with an added Db. While it could be interpreted that the Db could serve as the 

root, it plays a minimized function within the natural minor melodic lines, lending 

credence to the idea that it functions more as a neighbor tone in the 

accompaniment. The crystalline ostinato in the piano and the high strings in m. 19 

through beats 1 and 2 of m. 38, excerpted previously in Example 19, centers around 

quartal and quintal simultaneities that shift up by m3, down by M2, and then up by 

M3, roughly centering around Db, seen largely in the cadences of the melodic 

fragments in the vocal lines in places such as mm. 20, 26 and 28. The perceived open 

fifth cadences in mm. 32-33, where the man ends on a Db shortly before the 

woman’s Ab, obscured by elision, and m. 40, reversing the two voices, are both 

obscured by elisions into the phrases that follow, most noticeably with the 

chromatic movement in m 40. eliding into the horn solo that follows, lending a sense 

of forward motion and incompleteness to the “nothingness” mentioned, as though 

the “nothingness” is not actually quite as fulfilling as the woman would like the 

listener to believe.   
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Similarly, in a section containing more negative emotional content, like that 

seen in mm. 88-129, excerpted in Example 23 below, though the harmonic content is 

closer between the voices and sounds much more dissonant to the listener, the 

harmonies change even less often. The harmony of the more percussive ostinato 

accompaniment does not change at all in mm. 88-106 and perceived textural 

differences consist of the same sonorities displaced by octave, reiterating D#, F#, 

Example 23. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 101-110. 
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A#, C#, G#, with the vocal lines somewhat unstably tonicizing B Major despite the 

C# in the bass of the accompaniment. Even when the accompaniment changes in m. 

107 to F#, A#, C# with an added B, it feels like a permutation of the measures that 

precede it and remains static until it is displaced by a perfect fifth in m. 116. 

 

Rhythm 

 The approach to rhythmic motives in this work was less tied to any 

overarching rhythmic idea and more tied to the natural ebb and flow of the prose as 

it was written. In setting any unmetered text, there is a challenge to stay true to the 

essence of the words while creating a congruous musical line that does not inhibit 

the expression of the text. In this case, particular attention was paid to declamatory 

weight and syllabic stress. Similarly, metrical and rhythmic ideas were constructed 

around the natural rhythm of the text. This resulted in liberal but gentle use of 

mixed meter in order to naturally shape the emphasis of the text, fluctuating mostly 

between 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, and 5/4, with the duration of the beat staying constant, 

despite a variety of beat divisions. Though the mix of triplets and quintuplets may 

initially appear out of place in the otherwise predictable rhythmic language of the 

piece, it lends an organic and unmetered sense to the text while allowing the tempo 

to stay relatively steady, allowing for greater ease of performance. With this in mind, 

the placement of the vocal lines becomes something more like graphical notation, 

with the barlines serving as guideposts to tether them to the instrumental 

accompaniment while the accompaniment serves as a steady and reliable backdrop 
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for the vocal interplay. This is communicated in the score through performance 

notes which can be seen in Example 24.  

While there are a number of places that pit two types of subdivision against 

each other, such as alternating between three against two mm. 34-35, shown in the 

Man’s quarter note triplets against the piano ostinato of steady eighth notes, and  

five against four in mm. 36-37, as the Woman and Man both take turns with quarter 

note quintuplets against quarter notes in the other voice and the continued piano 

ostinato, seen in Example 25, care is taken to create stable landmarks, usually on 

strong beats, so there are clear delineations where gestures begin and end and more 

complicated rhythmic dissonance is deliberately chosen to contribute to the overall 

emotion of the scene it is found in. For example, beginning in m. 115 and 

culminating in m. 120, seen in Example 26, the vocal parts trade back and forth 

quickly, stepping on each other’s lines with syncopated entrances and off-putting  

Example 24. Sanctuary, prefatory material, Performance Notes. 
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Example 25. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 34-38. 

 

Example 26. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 115-120. 
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mixtures of beat subdivision as the man and woman begin to discuss the unrest in 

their relationship.  

For instance, in m. 116, the baritone sings a quarter note triplet while the 

soprano has a slightly unequal division of the next two beats immediately after. 

After several measures of syncopated entrances on weak beats, the soprano has an 

eighth-quarter-eighth figure against a quarter note triplet in the baritone. This 

figure is difficult to perform precisely, but the gesture is less about consonants in the 

correct millisecond and more about deliberate indication that the two voices are not 

together, not in sync, in this moment. Similarly, in mm. 159-162, mentioned 

previously in Chapter 2 and seen in Example 27, the woman’s entrance on beat 

three is deliberately in the middle of the man’s half note triplets in m. 160, 

indicating that, though their thoughts echo each other, both singing similarly 

contoured eighth notes followed by a triplet and long note of some fashion, their 

“together-ness” is not quite as in unison as they would like it to be. 

In fact, throughout the piece, though there are numerous points where the 

two vocal lines may overlap or intersect, there is not a single phrase that displays 

rhythmic unity in the two voices until the final sung statement in mm. 560-565, as 

seen in Example 28: “My sanctuary is knowing that you are here.” This statement 

Example 27. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 159-162. 
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represents the emotional culmination for these two characters and is key in 

understanding the overarching emotional contour of the entire work. Throughout 

the work, there is a sense of unrest, of missed opportunity, of subtle separation 

between the two voices but, in the end, their sanctuary, their safe space, entirely 

revolves around the other. Regardless of what they might say or think or what they 

have done in the past, they continually return to the other and leave an uncertain 

and potentially tumultuous situation full of hope. This is augmented through not 

only the rhythmic unity, but also a deliberate choice to use unaccompanied true 

unison in mm. 564-565 splitting out into a perfect fourth in mm. 565-566, an 

interval that lends a sense of openness and of coming home, which blends into the 

crystalline open fourths held in the strings in mm. 566-570, adding to the pervading 

sense of hopeful unfinishedness of the final scene as the couple finally turns to each 

other to talk, rather than simply existing in their own separate streams of 

consciousnesses. 

 

Example 28. Sanctuary, reduced score, mm. 560-565. 
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Emotive Content and Instrumental Commentary 

Throughout the work, the emotive content of the dialogue in Sanctuary 

dictates not only the harmonic content and overall feel of the music, but also the 

listener’s perception of time passing within the piece, aided by the compositional 

shaping of the accompaniment. This perception of time is further complicated by the 

fluid relationship the two characters on stage seem to have with time. As the play 

opens, the audience finds the couple apparently static in their movement through 

time, neither moving forward, nor looking back, almost entirely in the moment but 

not of the moment and almost outside of time as the scene opens. The listener is 

greeted with expansive yet hopeful melodies in the flute and clarinet, blending into 

static strings complemented by an almost stuttering piano gesture where the 

quartal/quintal movement is interrupted almost as though the instrumental 

narrator has found their breath caught in their throat before beginning the phrase 

again. This idea of instrumental commentary envelops the couple in that static 

motion throughout Sanctuary, and the action, or lack thereof, is worked out almost 

exclusively through the nearly immobile inner monologues of the man and woman, 

rather than physical movement and active dialogue. 
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 As the scenes progress, the instrumental lines serve almost as an internal 

Greek chorus, commenting and expanding upon the dialogue between the vocal 

melodies. This is at times as simple and as straightforward as is found in mm. 27-29, 

where the viola and cello warm up the woman’s line, “My sanctuary,” harmonizing 

her simple melody with an added sixth below the vocal line in the viola, and octave 

doubling of the vocal line in the cello, as seen in Example 29.  

 

In this instance, there is no commentary, simply two instruments lending their 

voices to strengthen the statement. In contrast to this, in mm. 48-51, the bassoon 

and clarinet anticipate the man’s line, “I wake up...,” that is doubled in thirds by the 

horn, as seen in Example 30, emulating the tossing and turning the  

Example 29. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 27-29. 
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Example 30. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 48-51. 

man may go through before resigning himself to having been awakened by the 

woman leaving the bed.  

Somewhat appropos, the woman’s lines “Too strong. Too bitter. But I drink it 

anyway,” heard in mm. 68-70 and seen in Example 31, are echoed for the first in the 

oboe, bassoon, and flute in mm. 83-87, serving as musical commentary on one of the 

two brief moments of spoken dialogue, creating an aural realization of the inner 

conflict the audience is beginning to observe as they finally find the couple present 

and in the moment.

 

Example 31. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 68-70. 
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As the coffee appears to be a central theme in their relationship, we hear these 

motives again in mm. 116-118 in the oboe, clarinet and flute, seen in  

Example 32, as the woman describes how her life has become robotic, waking and 

drinking his coffee every morning before work. 

 

Example 32. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 116-118. 

The morning coffee idea, embodied in the quote of “too strong, too bitter,” appears 

again in mm. 229 in the violin as the woman muses that she feels like she never has 

good coffee anymore, shown in Example 33. 

 

Example 33. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 229-231. 

As the complexity of the couple’s monologues increase, so too do the 

commentary from the instrumental chorus. In mm. 247-254, the man’s line “I didn’t 

want her to work” is echoed immediately by the oboe and clarinet in m. 248. This, in 
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turn, is answered by the horn in m. 249 quoting the man’s line from earlier in mm. 

74-76, “It’s like the first ray of sunshine.” The man continues, “I still don’t want her 

to work,” which is answered by a quote of the woman’s line “I miss that coffee shop” 

in the violins starting in m. 251. Though only one character on stage is speaking, the 

instrumental imitations speaks volumes to the intricacy of the situation and the 

emotional turmoil that both are working through without the other, as seen on the 

next page in Example 35. 
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Example 34. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 247-254. 
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With this complexity in mind, it may be notable that from mm. 306-355, 

correlate to lines 90-95, as both the woman and the man describe in detail where 

they have found sanctuary. Though there are countermelodies strung throughout 

the instruments, none of them bear commentary on the text, existing sheerly for the 

beauty of the moment and not seeking to analyze or annotate the vocal lines. In 

these lines, the audience feels that the woman and man are not just in the moment 

but of the moment and it begins to feel as though the idea of sanctuary could 

actually be a reality for these two individuals, aside from the trials and tribulations 

and struggles of everyday life. Sadly, this moment is fleeting, and this moment of 

peace is superseded by the turmoil inherent in the reliving of the beginning of their 

struggles in the measures immediately following. 

As the man and woman continue to independently discuss the affair (mm. 

431-435), the man’s line “How do I know?” is immediately echoed by both the first 

violin and the flute in succession, as he continues to dwell on this idea of instability 

and distrust, seen in Example 35.  
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Example 35. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 431-435. 
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Similarly, in mm. 496-500 (Example 36), the man’s lament of “Without it [we may 

have nothing left to hold on to]” is immediately preceded by the sentiment “without 

 

Example 36.  Sanctuary, full score, mm. 496-500. 
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it” in augmented rhythm in the lowest voices, the horn, bassoon, cello, and bass, 

speaking to the enormity of the situation and the man’s emotions about it. This 

is a moment he is struggling with and the expansion in the instruments gives the 

audience an almost tangible realization of this. 

In perhaps most poignant part of the composition, the opera closes with an 

echo of the man’s line in mm. 74-76, “It’s like the first ray of sunshine” (from 

Example 37), this time played by the horn during the final spoken dialogue in mm. 

568-570, is shown in Example 38. Despite the clear emotional conflict heard 

throughout the libretto, the final spoken lines, accented by this final instrumental 

comment, paints an optimistic note on a conversation that is far from finished and 

far from certain. The audience is unsure of where this couple is headed next, but, in 

this moment, having just realized independently that their individual ideas of 

“sanctuary” rely on the other person being there, there is hope. 

 

Example 37. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 74-76. 

 

Example 38. Sanctuary, full score, mm. 566-570 
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Chapter 4 

Conclusion 
 
No person in this life exists without relationships. We begin with those of our family, 

either for good or ill. Our lives move through school playmates and teachers 

eventually giving way to coworkers and supervisors. Young love develops into 

lifelong commitment and sometimes children. Life does not exist without 

relationships and, so too, our art. Even that which appears to be created alone is 

influenced by those around us, by the words we hear, the scenery we seek, the 

connections we make. It is never easy to share creation of an item but the result, 

when done well, can be greater than that which creates it. 

 

Finding a Voice 

As much solace as is found in the musical canon and as much value as there is in that 

repertoire for a singer’s career, there is equal value in pioneering and premiering 

new works. Having enjoyed this phenomenon as both a performer and a composer, 

there is a freedom in singing or writing that which has not existed before. Spurred 

by worlds of inspiration, in every musical language imaginable, there is a curious 

satisfaction in determining the way a line will fit in your voice, in singing the words 

until they feel like they are your own. No matter how well you feel you know the 

piece, there are always surprises in performance, a nuance you hadn’t considered or 

a notation that could be clearer. There are always, always edits to follow when 

someone other than you takes the time to live and breathe your work. Though it was 
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some time in coming to this stage, Sanctuary is in its infancy and I look forward to 

collaborating with performers to make it breathe on stage. 

In the journey of its composition, the words of Sanctuary have become as 

much mine as Orada’s. The musical devices I chose have developed out of years of 

honing my craft and I find that some of the motives have become indicative of a 

personal style—quartal and quintal sonorities with added seconds, rhythms and 

meter choices that ignore more traditional convention in favor of solutions that 

favor the veracity and vitality of the text above the simplicity of the music, and long, 

lyric melodies interspersed with more speech-like patterns. Through writing 

Sanctuary, it feels as though my compositional voice has solidified to be more truly 

mine and not just an imitation of myself. 

Though it was a long and complicated journey, the writing of Sanctuary was 

an invaluable experience, worth the long hours of frustration and tears, staring at a 

blank page, willing the notes to appear. Through this process, I found a bit of my 

own sanctuary. I found solace in the textures and melodies that I had written. I feel 

the hope anew as the horn solo soars in the final moments of the play, continuously 

optimistic that that one moment of unity, realizing that “[their] sanctuary is 

knowing you are here,” will be enough to build a bridge. Though at many points in 

the process, my answer may have been different, I look forward to the opportunity 

to create a work like this again and will be on the lookout for potential collaborators 

in the future. 
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Because I Knew You 

Without Orada’s words, this piece would not exist. I owe a great debt to her and am 

honored that she has gifted me with the privilege to use them. Within these words, 

there exists truth, wisdom, pain, and hopefulness that I could not have conceived of 

by myself and through my own experiences. It is only through Orada’s contributions 

that I have been let into this world and only with that help that Sanctuary has come 

to fruition. Though Orada insists that her own musical knowledge is limited, she has 

seen the finished full score in its entirety and the first section of the piano reduction. 

Throughout the composition process, I sang short snippets of things for her, mostly 

how I heard her lines in my voice, and I have played MIDI representation of parts of 

it for her through Finale notation software set so she could both follow the notes 

and read the text as the music played. She is very much looking forward to hearing 

and seeing the finished product. Should performances occur, we hope to stream or 

record the results as Orada is now based in Bangkok, Thailand. 

In creating this collaboration with Orada, I have discovered that a great many 

people have been touched by her words. That moment of hope at the end, her words 

with my music, has moved listeners to tears, even when only rendered by software 

generated instruments on a computer. The vocal ranges were shaped, in part, by 

Justin Duncan, a baritone and another colleague within the FADP, and who was 

interested in performing the piece long before it was finished, a small collaboration 

that altered the trajectory of the finished product and my musical decisions in 



Texas Tech University, Katherine E. DeVet, August 2019 

79 
 

shaping the man’s part ever so slightly. Colleagues of many stripes, many from the 

FADP and elsewhere, have assisted by examining notation, reviewing string 

technique, commenting on the feasibility of performance of rhythmic juxtaposition, 

even if only for a few measures. The decisions were ultimately mine, but each of 

those comments were considered in turn, evaluated for their clarity and how they 

would affect the piece as a whole. Those who examined the technical side of 

Sanctuary may not feel they contributed to the collaboration, nor may early readers 

of Orada’s original script, but every single one of them left an impression on the 

work and changed it, one way or another. 

 

Moving Forward 

So much of what is done in the arts today, indeed, so much of what is done in the 

world, involves individuals searching for some sort of connection. We long to feel 

grounded, to feel a part of a community, to have reason for our being. Through 

collaboration in the arts, we make ourselves better artists and, eventually, better 

humans. Programs such as the Fine Arts Doctoral Program and interdisciplinary 

courses give artists of all disciplines opportunities to network and find inspiration 

from all forms of expression to strengthen their own. Moving forward, I intend to 

use these connections and this collaboratory spirit to build not only my own music 

but that of others around me. There is value in the arts. There is strength in it even 

when it may feel like a struggle to the creator. I look forward to creating more music 

in this world. 
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Chapter 5 

Sanctuary, Full Score 
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