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Abstract

This dissertation embarks on an exploration of music composition as a conduit for cultural understanding

and social reflection, set against the backdrop of tumultuous times marked by a global pandemic and a

profound reckoning with racial injustice following the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis. Through a

series of three compositions; Bridges, an orchestral work for youth orchestra and soloists, Echoes of

Gakaabikaang, three pieces set to the poetry of Sasha Maria Suarez, and Through You, a cross-genre

work with vocal soloist, these three compositions navigate the complexities of cultural identity, memory,

and the transformative power of music. Each composition, deeply rooted in personal and collective

experiences, serves as a testament to music's ability to bridge divides, foster community, and promote

healing. In this dissertation I reflect on my journey of resilience and connection as a Black composer in

Minneapolis with the aim to contribute to a broader understanding of music's role in cultural dialogue and

education. Through analytic and reflective examination of these compositions, and incorporating feedback

from performers and audiences, these compositions underscore the impact of music in challenging times,

offer insights into its potential to enrich music education and advocate for a more inclusive and

empathetic society.
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Conceptual Framework

1.1 Introduction

In this dissertation I explore the intersection of music composition and cultural dialogue against

the backdrop of significant global and societal challenges. I seek to understand how music can serve as a

bridge across cultural divides, fostering empathy, understanding, and social cohesion. This exploration is

particularly poignant given recent global events, including the COVID-19 pandemic and racial justice

movements. Catalyzed by the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis that coincided with my doctoral

journey, these events have not only influenced the societal landscape but have also deeply impacted my

perspective and approach as a Black composer navigating these tumultuous times.

1.2 Background and Significance

As the world contends with a multitude of intricate challenges ranging from socioeconomic

disparities and environmental degradation to political instability and social injustices, the unifying power of

music emerges as a promising change catalyst. Music, with its ability to transcend societal divisions and

foster unity, presents a compelling avenue for addressing these pressing global issues. Throughout

history, music has served as a conduit for communication, emotional expression, and collective

mobilization, offering a promising path towards social justice and intercultural competency, often

neglected within traditional frameworks.

The realization of music's transformative potential remains hindered by the limitations of existing

systems and structures, particularly within the traditional educational sector. Further, the limited efficacy of

current musical paradigms hints at the untapped potential of music, perhaps utilizing only a fraction of its

transformative capacity. Recognizing the urgent need for substantial changes in approach, there is a

growing imperative to integrate music into educational systems as a means of fostering empathy,

understanding, and critical engagement with diverse perspectives.

Through this dissertation, I aim to explore the potential of integrating music into educational

systems as a catalyst for social change and intercultural competency. By examining innovative

pedagogical approaches and the transformative impact of music on learners' personal and social

development, I seek to contribute to the ongoing discourse on reimagining education for the 21st century.

Through a comprehensive analysis of contemporary music composition and its intersection with
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educational practice, this research endeavors to illuminate how music can serve as a powerful tool for

addressing the multifaceted challenges of our time and advancing social justice and intercultural

understanding in educational contexts.

1.3 Objectives and Questions

As I delve deeper into my exploration, I aim to accomplish the following objectives and address a group of

corresponding questions.

Objectives

1. To explore the potential of music composition as a catalyst for cultural exchange and

understanding by analyzing three compositions; Bridges, an orchestral work for youth orchestra

and soloists, Echoes of Gakaabikaang, three pieces set to the poetry of Sasha Maria Suarez, and

Through You, a cross-genre work with vocal soloist.

2. To elucidate the role of the composer in fostering societal dialogue and reflection through musical

creation.

3. To detail the compositional process behind each work, emphasizing the blend of traditional

composition methods with innovative approaches such as conceptual sharing and teaching by

rote. This objective seeks to highlight how different methodologies can influence the thematic

delivery and accessibility of musical works.

Questions

1. How does music composition facilitate cultural dialogue and understanding in contemporary

society?

2. What thematic and musical strategies do the selected compositions employ to engage with issues

of racial justice and community resilience?

3. How can the insights gained from these compositions inform the role of music education in

promoting diversity, inclusion, and social justice?
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4. How does the variation in the compositional process across different pieces affect the realization

and reception of the intended themes, and what does this reveal about the relationship between

method and message in music composition?

1.4 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

For this dissertation I draw on a four conceptual and theoretical frameworks that collectively

inform my exploration of music composition, education, and the societal roles of music:

Cultural Relevance in Music Education This concept emphasizes the importance of

educators integrating students' cultural backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives into their music

curriculum and using culturally relevant pedagogy to provide a foundation for understanding the

educational context of teaching compositions by rote and through concept sharing (Ladson-Billings,

1995).

Music as Social Life Music as a facet of social life explores how music acts as a dynamic

force within societal structures. This concept emphasizes the transformative capacity of music to enhance

intercultural comprehension and encourage societal shifts (DeNora, 2000).

Informal Learning Practices The acknowledgement of Informal Learning Practices supports

the notion of exploring pedagogical approaches beyond the traditional. This further celebrates the

legitimacy of self-guided exploration and social interactions, recognizing them as powerful avenues for

fostering deep musical understanding and personal growth (Green, 2002).

Musical Autobiographies In the music education landscape, musical autobiographies serve a

profound intersection between personal narrative and artistic expression. Rooted in the idea that music

serves as a vessel for self-reflection and intercultural dialogue, there is space to cultivate deeper

understanding that supports a more holistic appreciation of identity (Hall, 1996).

Together, these four frameworks provide a kaleidoscopic lens through which I examine the role of

music composition in cultural exchange, education, and social interaction. By integrating these diverse

theoretical perspectives, I aim to offer a comprehensive understanding of the complexities involved in

creating and teaching music that resonates across cultural boundaries.
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1.5 Compositional Analysis Approach

The analytical component of this dissertation focuses on a detailed examination of each composition,

considering both musical and thematic elements. This analysis will explore:

1. Musical Structure and Form: Investigating how the compositions utilize musical techniques to

convey thematic content.

2. Thematic Content: Analyzing the ways in which the compositions address and reflect upon

cultural, social, and personal narratives.

3. Cultural and Societal Context: Situating the compositions within broader cultural and societal

discussions, particularly those related to racial justice and community resilience.

1.6 Dissertation Structure

Following this introduction, Chapters 2 through 4 provide in-depth analyses of the three compositions. In

addition to the analyses presented in the following chapters, access to supplementary materials, including

links to recordings, text and scores, is provided in the appendices for those interested in referencing

them. Chapter 5 then synthesizes the findings, discussing the broader implications for music composition,

cultural dialogue, and music education. And then Further establishes the academic and societal contexts

for the dissertation, outlining the foundations and methodological approaches that will guide the

subsequent analysis. By exploring music composition as a medium for cultural dialogue and social

reflection, this work aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of music's potential to address

contemporary societal challenges.
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Chapter 2: Bridges

2.1 Introduction

Bridges, an orchestral work for youth orchestra and soloists, emerges from a profound personal

and artistic response, as a Black composer, to the 2020 murder of George Floyd by a police officer in

Minneapolis, Minnesota. This event did not just capture global attention for its stark portrayal of racial

injustice and police brutality; it also deeply affected my local community, including the students, faculty,

and broader population connected to the Twin Cities. Minneapolis, engulfed in pillars of smoke and

echoes of protests, found itself at the epicenter of a historic call for justice and reform. Amidst this

backdrop of civil unrest, where the screams of protestors outside my home became a haunting reminder

of the community's pain, the silence and inaction from many institutions, including the University of

Minnesota, were palpably felt. This period of turmoil demanded a response, a beacon of hope and

healing, and thus Bridges was conceived.

Bridges aspires to embody “A More Excellent Way”1 through the universal language of music. By

championing Black excellence within the classical orchestral tradition—a realm where such

representation remains markedly rare—the composition aims to challenge and expand the musical genre.

It seeks to provoke thoughtful discourse on cultural inclusivity and the power of music to bridge divides.

The inclusion of improvisational elements in the jazz tradition by solo violinist Ernest Bisong and

percussionist Arthur "LA" Buckner within Bridges served not only to defy traditional orchestral norms but

also to celebrate the resilience and innovation inherent in Black musical expression. Their performances

symbolized a counter-narrative to the systemic exclusions often faced by Black artists in classical music

settings, providing a vivid demonstration of excellence and creativity.

Central to the creation of Bridges was also a commitment to empower the participating young

musicians with the courage to explore improvisation and to trust in the communal experience of

music-making. This methodology underscored the belief in music's capacity to foster communal healing

and individual growth, encouraging performers to venture beyond the confines of the written score

towards a shared journey of discovery and understanding.

1 A phrase often associated with the U.S. civil rights movement of the 1960’s, borrowed from a biblical verse and
used by many prominent civil rights activists.



6

As an introductory exploration of Bridges, this section underscores the composition's genesis

amidst a community in crisis and its aspirations to serve as a vehicle for reflection, dialogue, and healing.

It lays the foundational narrative for the ensuing discussion on the collaborative creative process, the

dynamic interplay of performance and reception, and the enduring cultural and educational impact of the

work.

2.2 Cultural Framework

In the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd, a wave of trauma swept through communities

worldwide, leaving an indelible mark on our collective consciousness. As a Black composer, the event

and its reverberations through society invoked a complex tapestry of emotions within me. The haunting

plea of George Floyd calling out for his mother became a rallying cry that underscored the urgency for

change and action. This deeply personal and communal grief informed the creation of Bridges, guiding its

development as a musical response that seeks to navigate and articulate the tumultuous landscape of our

times.

The community's reaction to this tragedy manifested in varied forms, reflecting a spectrum of

engagement ranging from silence and inaction to vocal advocacy without tangible support, and finally, to

those who combined their voices with decisive action. This dynamic landscape of responses highlighted

the multifaceted challenges in addressing systemic injustices. As someone seen as a leader within my

community, I grappled with guiding others while searching for my own footing amidst the chaos. Bridges

emerged from this context, aspiring to serve as a beacon for those striving to effectuate meaningful

change.

The composition of Bridges unfolds in distinct movements that encapsulate the emotional journey

sparked by these events. The initial segment, akin to a prayer, represents a collective mourning and a

plea for understanding. It transitions into a more vigorous section, drawing on the hip-hop tradition to

evoke the energy of movement and protest. This shift from contemplation to action is punctuated by

improvisations that weave through the narrative, symbolizing the fluidity and unpredictability of the path

toward justice. The recurring prayer theme, set against a backdrop symbolizing flight, suggests a

transcendence of the immediate context, pointing toward broader horizons of possibility and change.

Engaging primarily student audiences, Bridges provided a unique opportunity to witness Black

excellence in a traditionally white orchestral setting. The collaboration with Black musicians Arthur "LA"
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Buckner and Ernest Bisong was not just a display of musical virtuosity but also a profound cultural and

educational experience. It offered students a glimpse into the vastness of musical expression and the

potential for music to serve as a conduit for exploring diverse cultural narratives. This encounter, rooted in

the act of creation and performance, planted seeds of curiosity and possibility that may bear fruit in the

years to come.

Music education, at its core, holds the potential to be one of the most culturally inclusive platforms

for dialogue. Bridges embodies this principle, leveraging the universal appeal of music as a foundation for

initiating conversations about racial justice, equity, and the power of collective action. By integrating

elements of mourning, protest, and ultimately, hope, Bridges invites listeners and performers alike to

consider the role of music as a reflective and transformative force in society.

2.3 Composition and Collaboration

The compositional process for Bridges engaged deeply with the ethos and capabilities of the

Greater Twin Cities Youth Symphonies (GTCYS), prioritizing a pedagogical framework that championed

accessibility and enrichment for young musicians. This endeavor necessitated a departure from

conventional orchestral composition, favoring an approach that considered the unique characteristics and

developmental stage of each student musician within the ensemble.

Central to the creation of Bridges was the principle of composing with the performers in mind, an

approach that demanded thorough familiarity with the individual instruments' nuances as played by

students. This methodology required comprehensive engagement with the ensemble's repertoire and

capabilities, supplemented by collaborative consultations with conductor Tamara Gonzalez. Such a

process ensured the composition was simultaneously challenging and feasible, embodying an ethos of

accessibility that extends beyond mere musical notation to encompass the educational growth of the

participants.

Arthur Buckner's percussion contribution to Bridges underscored the piece's innovative

engagement with genre-based collaboration. Entrusted with expressing his authentic musical identity,

Buckner introduced a rhythmical foundation influenced by hip-hop, facilitating a paradigm shift within the

ensemble's performance dynamics. This introduction of shared musical leadership, moving away from the

traditional conductor-centric model towards a collaborative rhythm-led approach, signified a pivotal shift in

orchestral practice. The ensemble, accustomed to following the conductor's lead, adapted to engage with

the rhythms set by Buckner, embodying a more inclusive and participatory model of music-making.
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Similarly, Ernest Bisong's role as soloist on amplified violin highlighted the transformative

potential of diversifying classical music performance. As an accomplished Black musician known for his

improvisation skills, Bisong's participation not only inspired the student musicians but also functioned as a

conduit for expanding the perceived boundaries of classical instrumentation. His ability to navigate and

bridge different musical languages enriched the ensemble's understanding of musical expression,

challenging and expanding their conceptualization of what is achievable within the orchestral setting.

The collaborative nature of Bridges, reinforced by the participation of GTCYS and distinguished

musicians like Buckner and Bisong, reflects an embrace of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings,

1995) and the concept of "musicking" (Small, 1998). Such frameworks advocate for music education that

is responsive to cultural diversity and emphasizes active engagement over passive consumption. Bridges

serves as an exemplar of how orchestral compositions can foster environments that are both

educationally vibrant and culturally inclusive, promoting a holistic understanding of music as a dynamic

and communal practice.

In essence, Bridges embodies the convergence of composition, collaboration, and cultural

inclusivity, offering a blueprint for orchestral education that prioritizes diversity, accessibility, and the

transformative power of music. Through this composition, GTCYS students were not merely challenged

technically but were also invited into a broader dialogue about the evolving landscape of music and its

capacity to reflect and enact social change.

2.4 Performance Reflections and Cultural Impact

The premiere of Bridges by the Greater Twin Cities Youth Symphonies at Minnesota's Orchestra

Hall stands as a significant cultural event, highlighting the intersection of musical education, societal

reflection, and the evolution of performance spaces in the wake of pivotal social movements. The

realization of this composition by a youth orchestra, while navigating the inherent challenges of executing

a complex piece, underscored the transformative aspects of the creative process and its impact on both

performers and audience.

The students' performance, characterized by enthusiasm and pride, transcended conventional

expectations of youth orchestral renditions. This response not only celebrated the musicians' dedication

and skill but also reflected the broader audience's appreciation, recognizing the effort and passion

embedded in the music. The venue of Orchestra Hall, traditionally perceived as a space for classical
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genres, thus became a platform for showcasing diverse musical expressions and narratives, contributing

to a broader dialogue about inclusivity and cultural relevance in prestigious cultural institutions.

Central to the event's significance was the visibility of Black artists in traditionally

underrepresented roles and settings. The involvement of esteemed musicians like Arthur Buckner and

Ernest Bisong in Bridges challenged audience perceptions regarding musical genres and the racial

dynamics of classical music spaces. Their contributions not only brought authenticity and depth to the

performance but also illustrated the enriching potential of amplifying diverse voices within influential

cultural platforms.

The performance of Bridges in such a context embodies the principles of cultural capital and

critical race theory, particularly concerning the power of storytelling and counter-storytelling in revealing

and challenging racial inequalities. By navigating and redefining established cultural hierarchies, the event

underscored the role of arts education and performance in fostering a more equitable and diverse musical

landscape.

The success of Bridges lies not in the perfection of its execution but in the collaborative journey,

the celebration of diversity, and the strides made toward inclusivity in the arts. The event marks a moment

of growth for the performers, the audience, and the venue itself, encapsulating a shared vision for a

musical world that embraces and celebrates a multitude of voices and stories.

2.5 Reflections on Leadership and Representation

Incorporating principles from critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970), in Bridges students are not merely

recipients of predetermined musical knowledge but active agents in a deeper exploration of music's role

as a reflective medium for societal narratives and personal identity. By doing so, Bridges transcends

traditional music education paradigms, promoting an engagement with music that mirrors the complexities

of cultural identity and social justice. This method aligns with the broader educational objectives of

fostering critical thinking and empathy among learners, encouraging them to consider music's power to

communicate across diverse experiences and communities.

The selection of Minnesota's Orchestra Hall as the venue for the premiere of Bridges marks a

significant departure from conventional norms associated with musical performance spaces. Historically

seen as bastions of classical music, such venues are now yearning to move to the forefront of a cultural

shift towards inclusivity and diversity in musical expression. This performance not only challenged the
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audience's expectations but also served as a beacon for the potential transformation of cultural spaces

into forums for dialogue and understanding across societal divides. By integrating improvisation,

collaboration, and genre fusion, Bridges advocates for a reimagined notion of musical excellence that is

inclusive of diverse artistic voices and traditions.

Moreover, the composition's emphasis on cultural inclusivity and the visibility of Black artists in

traditionally underrepresented settings underscores music's role in challenging and expanding the cultural

horizons of both performers and audiences. In this context, Bridges contributes to the ongoing discourse

on equity, representation, and justice in society, highlighting the arts' critical role in reflecting and shaping

contemporary social dynamics.

The impact of Bridges extends beyond its musical composition and performance, offering

theoretical and practical insights into the ways art can bridge cultural divides. It stands as a testament to

music's transformative potential, illustrating how creative endeavors can foster understanding and

solidarity among diverse populations. As such, Bridges not only critiques existing paradigms within music

education and performance but also positions itself as an integral part of the broader conversation on

social change and cultural inclusivity. This work exemplifies the vital role of music and the arts in

promoting a more equitable and understanding world, reinforcing the importance of cultivating a diverse

and inclusive musical landscape for future generations.

2.6 Educational Implications

Bridges serves as a notable example of integrating social justice themes and collaborative

creativity within music education. The piece enriches the curriculum by connecting students with

real-world contexts and diverse narratives, fostering critical thinking, empathy, and a broader

understanding of global citizenship. Emphasizing improvisation and non-traditional instrument roles

challenges students to venture beyond conventional musical boundaries, promoting adaptability and a

profound musical engagement.

The collaborative process behind Bridges, involving students, professional musicians, and the

composer, illustrates an educational model that values mentorship, peer learning, and active engagement

with the music community. This approach strengthens community bonds among participants, enhancing

the educational experience through cooperation and mutual respect.
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Performing in a venue as renowned as Minnesota's Orchestra Hall elevates the students'

experience, teaching them the potential of music to transcend traditional spaces and reach diverse

audiences. This lesson in challenging norms and advocating for inclusivity in musical representation is

vital for students prepared to act as change agents in the arts and beyond.

Bridges advocates for a music education responsive to contemporary societal complexities. By

weaving cultural awareness, collaborative creation, and performance innovation into the educational

fabric, the piece prepares students for a world in flux, underscoring music's capacity as a powerful tool for

education, expression, and societal engagement.
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Chapter 3: Echoes of Gakaabikaang

3.1 Introduction

Echoes of Gakaabikaang, three pieces set to the poetry of Sasha Maria Suarez,represents a

pivotal shift in compositional style, driven by the profound narratives of Sasha Maria Suarez. As a Black

composer collaborating with Suarez—an interdisciplinary scholar whose work vividly captures the

essence of the White Earth Ojibwe community—this project embodies a meeting of marginalized voices,

each bringing their distinct historical and cultural perspectives into a shared creative space.

Suarez's poetry, rooted in the stories and struggles of the White Earth Ojibwe, serves as the

foundation for a compositional journey that seeks to bridge diverse cultural expressions through music.

Echoes of Gakaabikaang is not only an artistic endeavor but a deliberate act of cultural and musical

synthesis, acknowledging the intertwined histories of African American and Native American

communities. These groups have historically shared a bond through music and cultural practices as forms

of resistance and expression, creating a rich tapestry of sound that reflects their shared experiences of

colonization and systemic oppression.

Echoes of Gakaabikaang marks a departure from traditional compositional methods, embracing a

style that is deeply informed by the themes of Suarez's poetry and the cultural dialogues it invokes. This

approach allows for a nuanced exploration of identity, resilience, and continuity, using music as a conduit

to amplify and reinterpret the poetic narratives. Echoes of Gakaabikaang invites performers and

audiences alike to engage with these themes on an emotional and sensory level, fostering a deeper

appreciation for the ways in which music and language can intertwine to convey complex narratives of

cultural identity.

Through this exploration, the chapter highlights the significance of the collaborative process, the

thematic and musical resonances between the poems and their musical settings, and the transformative

potential of such interdisciplinary work for enhancing music education and fostering a more inclusive

cultural discourse. By tracing the shift in compositional style that Echoes of Gakaabikaang represents, we

not only celebrate the individual and collective stories within Suarez's poetry but also pay homage to the

shared musical legacies of Black and Indigenous peoples.
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This introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive examination of Echoes of Gakaabikaang,

underscoring the importance of creative collaboration in bridging disparate artistic expressions and

affirming music's power to forge new understandings of America's complex cultural fabric.

3.2: Interpreting Cultural Narratives and Personal Identity through Poetry

In Echoes of Gakaabikaang, we encounter a profound exploration of identity, belonging, and the

nuanced relationship between individual and community within specific cultural and geographical

landscapes. These themes, deeply embedded within the text, serve as vital sources of inspiration for the

compositional process, allowing for a rich, interdisciplinary dialogue between poetry and music. This

section will examine how Suarez's poignant narratives and imagery inform the thematic and emotional

underpinnings of the compositions, highlighting the seamless transition from literary expression to musical

innovation.

3.2.1 Letters Home

The first poem, "Letters Home," is particularly evocative, painting a picture of the Midwest as not

just a location but a living, breathing entity that holds the power to shape identity. The poet speaks of the

Midwest with a sense of intimacy, referencing the natural beauty and simplicity of its landscapes—rivers

flowing into lakes, the steady pulse of drumbeats, and the vast expanses alive with affection. These

images are not static but dynamic, suggesting movement and life, elements that are inherently musical.

The structure of the poem, with its gradual unfolding of memory and emotion, suggests a

compositional approach that builds in intensity, layering musical themes to create a tapestry of sound that

mirrors the layering of memories. The use of recurring motifs, perhaps representing the concept of home,

could serve as anchors throughout the piece, providing coherence and continuity.

Furthermore, the poem's reflection on the notion of belonging and yearning could be mirrored in

the music through the tension and resolution of dissonance and consonance. This dynamic interplay can

reflect the poem's emotional landscape, where moments of peace and turbulence coexist. The inclusion

of improvisational elements may also reflect the poem's sense of personal journey and exploration,

allowing performers to bring their own experiences of home and belonging into the performance.
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"Letters Home" presents an opportunity to explore the interconnectedness of place, memory, and

identity through music. The composition inspired by this poem can offer listeners a multidimensional

experience, inviting them to reflect on their own connections to the places they call home. Through this

musical interpretation, the poem's themes are not only preserved but are given new life, inviting

engagement on both intellectual and emotional levels.

3.2.2 A City, A Belonging

"A City, A Belonging" presents a profound reflection on the complex relationship between an

individual and their urban roots, interwoven with the natural elements that pervade this environment. This

work elegantly captures the duality of urban life—its capacity to alienate as well as to anchor one's sense

of identity and belonging.

The poem is a mosaic of vivid imagery that juxtaposes the bustling, sometimes abrasive, urban

landscapes with the serene whispers of nature that persist amidst concrete jungles. Through this

juxtaposition, the poet explores the nuanced ways in which the city and nature coexist, not as opposing

forces but as complementary aspects of the narrator's identity.

Central to the poem is the theme of belonging, a sentiment that is both nurtured and challenged

by the city. The urban environment, with its honking cars and scattered ice crack veins, is depicted not

merely as a backdrop but as an active participant in the narrative of self-discovery. This setting becomes

a repository of memories, a space where past and present intersect, shaping the narrator's sense of self.

The invocation of nature within the urban setting—rivers flowing into lakes, the pulse of

drumbeats, and whispers of love—serves as a reminder of the indelible connection between the individual

and the natural world. These elements act as a counterbalance to the urban experience, offering

moments of reflection and a sense of continuity amidst change.

Moreover, the poem delves into the internal landscapes of the narrator, where the struggle for a

sense of belonging unfolds. This internal journey mirrors the external search for identity within the city,

highlighting the intrinsic link between place and self-perception. The repetition of "gakaabikaang"

underscores this quest, anchoring the narrative in a specific locale while simultaneously evoking a

universal longing for connection and understanding.
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"A City, A Belonging" is a rich exploration of the intersections between urbanity and nature,

memory and identity. It challenges the reader to consider how our environments shape us and how we, in

turn, imbue these spaces with our own meanings and memories. The poem's nuanced examination of

belonging offers insightful reflections on the complexities of navigating life in the modern urban

landscape, making it a compelling subject for further artistic exploration.

3.2.3 Dissertation

The poem "Dissertation Chapter 4, Section 3, Paragraph 1, Footnote 26" by Sasha Suarez

serves as a profound meditation on the intersecting paths of personal and collective histories within

academic research. Through an introspective narrative, Suarez brings to light the emotional and physical

tolls that accompany the scholarly endeavor of engaging with past lives and stories. This work transcends

mere academic inquiry, venturing into a deeply personal realm where the boundaries between the

researcher and the subjects of study blur, creating a shared space of historical remembrance and ethical

responsibility.

At its core, this poem grapples with the weight of representing the lived experiences of

communities within the academic framework. Suarez articulates a palpable sense of responsibility

towards the narratives entrusted to her care, reflecting on the ethical dimensions of historical

documentation. The act of research, often perceived as a dispassionate collection of data, is reimagined

here as an intimate encounter with the past, where the scholar becomes a vessel through which stories of

resilience, struggle, and identity are preserved and honored.

The physical manifestations of prolonged engagement with archival materials—aches, tightness,

and the stooping posture of the researcher—serve as metaphors for the broader implications of academic

labor. These somatic responses underscore the deeply embodied nature of scholarly work, challenging

the notion of research as a purely intellectual pursuit. Instead, Suarez reveals how historical inquiry

demands a holistic engagement, affecting the researcher on both physical and emotional levels.

Moreover, the poem reflects on the challenge of doing justice to the lives and legacies

documented in academic work. The tension between the desire to honor the subjects of research and the

limitations of scholarly representation is a recurring theme. Suarez's contemplation of the adequacy of

academic endeavors to truly capture the complexity of human experiences speaks to a broader discourse

on the ethics of representation in historical research. The poem suggests that while academic scholarship
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strives to make sense of the past, it must also reckon with its own limitations and the inherent risks of

reducing rich, multifaceted narratives to academic abstractions.

Through its introspective narrative, "Dissertation Chapter 4, Section 3, Paragraph 1, Footnote 26"

underscores the transformative potential of academic research, not only in preserving the past but also in

shaping the identities and ethical commitments of those who undertake this work. Suarez's poem is a

poignant reminder of the responsibility that accompanies the documentation of human stories, urging

scholars to approach their research with humility, integrity, and a deep sense of duty towards the

narratives they seek to tell.

3.3: Embracing Shared Interpretation and Emotional Connection Through Composition

This section marks a departure from conventional composition towards a more inclusive and

collaborative process, rooted deeply in the emotional and thematic fabric of Sasha Suarez's poetry. The

journey begins with the creation of lead sheets, a foundational step that diverges from the detailed

scripting of every musical element. This choice was not merely practical but philosophical, underscoring a

belief in the creative potential and interpretative richness brought forth by collaborative engagement with

musicians.

Engaging in detailed discussions with performers about the interpretations and emotional

undercurrents of Suarez's text was essential. These conversations were not ancillary to the compositional

process but central to it, ensuring that every note played and every silence observed was imbued with a

profound understanding of the poetry's essence. This approach fostered a deeper connection between

the musicians and the music, transforming them from mere interpreters to co-creators of the sonic

landscape.

The methodology advocated here introduces a pivotal concept: shared ownership of the musical

narrative. By involving performers in the interpretative process, the music transcends the page, becoming

a living dialogue between composer, performer, and audience. This collective ownership not only elevates

the authenticity and sincerity of the performance but also creates a unique emotional resonance that is

palpable to listeners. The performers' investment in the creation process imbues the performance with an

added layer of emotional depth, making the music a true reflection of the collaborative spirit and shared

human experience.

In sum, the compositional approach described in this section represents a significant shift towards

embracing and celebrating the creative potential of collective interpretation. It acknowledges the power of
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music to connect, communicate, and convey complex emotions and narratives in ways that are deeply

personal yet universally understood.

3.3 Analyzing Echoes of Gakaabikaang

3.3.1 Letters Home Analysis

In creating "Letters Home," the diverse musical expertise of the performers significantly shaped

the collaborative composition process. Michael Cain, a pianist versed in both classical and jazz, brings an

improvisational finesse and a willingness to venture into new creative territories, crucial for the piece's

emotive dynamics. His jazz background is particularly influential, fostering a music-making approach that

is both adaptive and exploratory, vital for engaging with the composition's call and response structure.

Greg Byers introduces an element of modernity with his innovative electric cello performance.

Beyond his jazz influence, Byers's approach to the cello challenges traditional genre boundaries and

enriches the composition with contemporary sounds. His use of the electric cello not only adds a modern

layer but also speaks to the theme of exploring identity through music.

Krysta Rayford's vocal performance offers a narrative anchor that guides the listener through the

emotional landscape of the piece. More than a vocalist, Rayford's experience in music production and her

understanding of Black American music traditions add depth to her interpretation of the text. Her ability to

convey complex emotional narratives, informed by her diverse musical background, centralizes her role in

the composition.

The inclusion of jazz principles, characterized by improvisation and creative exploration,

alongside Rayford's production and vocal interpretation, highlights the composition's innovative approach.

This methodology encourages a sense of collective ownership among the musicians, leading to a

performance that is emotionally rich and authentic.

The composition of "Letters Home" utilizes a call and response structure, drawing inspiration from

African and gospel music traditions and reflecting on modern themes of identity and belonging. This

structure manifests in two layers: the interaction between text and melody through Rayford's vocals and

the instrumental dialogue between Cain's piano and Byers' electric cello. This dual application of call and



18

response mirrors the thematic dualities of yearning for belonging and the interplay between tradition and

modernity.

The electric cello and acoustic piano symbolize this dialogue, representing the conversation

between contemporary experiences and historical legacies. The juxtaposition of these instruments, along

with the traditional call and response format, enriches the piece's thematic exploration, making "Letters

Home" a reflective journey into memory, identity, and the essence of home.

Through this multifaceted compositional strategy, the piece transcends personal narratives to

touch on universal experiences, inviting listeners into a contemplative exploration of belonging. The

ensemble's background in jazz and music production, emphasizing improvisation and innovation,

underpins the collaborative creation process, showcasing the potential of collective musical expression to

articulate complex themes of identity and belonging.

3.3.2 A City, A Belonging Analysis

In "A City, A Belonging," the roles of vocalist Charmaine Douglas and pianist Kavyesh Kaviraj are

integral, each offering distinct insights and expertise that deepen the composition's exploration of identity

and place. Charmaine Douglas, with her nuanced vocal performance, brings the text to life, providing a

rich, emotional depth that traverses the personal and collective dimensions of belonging. Her

improvisations extend beyond mere musical flourishes, serving as narrative expansions that align with the

piece's thematic core, particularly reflecting on her perspective as a young Black woman. This layering of

voices within the composition emphasizes the multifaceted nature of identity and belonging, connecting

deeply with broader cultural and social dialogues.

Kavyesh Kaviraj’s involvement brings a broad spectrum of musical influences to the fore,

informed by his background in both Western and Indian classical music. The initial composition session,

rooted in an exchange of ideas and interpretations of the text, and the teaching of music by rote,

underscore a commitment to collaboration and mutual understanding. This approach not only fosters a

unique creative synergy between composer and musicians but also reflects on the broader thematic

concerns of the piece—the intersections of culture, identity, and the spaces we inhabit.

Kaviraj's adept transition from electric keyboard to grand piano within the composition symbolizes

the ongoing dialogue between the modern self and ancestral heritage, encapsulating the complexity of

navigating between different worlds and identities. This musical and thematic interplay, enriched by the
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specific contributions of Douglas and Kaviraj, sets the stage for the piece’s conceptual depth, where the

city becomes not just a backdrop but a central character in the narrative of belonging and identity.

"A City, A Belonging" emerges as a groundbreaking exploration of identity, place, and the

intersection of diverse musical traditions. The composition's foundation lies in an odd-meter cluster, a

motif reinterpreted by the composer to encapsulate the bustling, ever-changing essence of urban life. This

motif, inspired by familiar city sounds—from news broadcasts to the honking of cars and echoes of

Gershwin's "An American in Paris"—serves as a musical metaphor for the city's vibrant, multifaceted

character.

The composition's structure, based on a session between the composer and Kavyesh Kaviraj,

unfolds through a process of mutual understanding and aural transmission. This method of creation,

rooted in the tradition of teaching by rote, reflects a departure from conventional written composition,

emphasizing the importance of personal connection and shared musical exploration.

The dynamic interplay between Charmaine Douglas's vocal lines and Kavyesh Kaviraj's keyboard

accompaniment, transitioning from electronic to acoustic, underscores the theme of belonging and the

search for identity. This duality represents the ongoing negotiation between an individual's current reality

and their inherent ties to cultural and familial roots.

Through "A City, A Belonging," the composer invites listeners into a reflective journey that bridges

traditional boundaries and fosters a deeper understanding of music's role in expressing the nuanced

stories of identity and belonging. The piece stands as a testament to the transformative power of

collaborative composition and the endless possibilities that arise when artists unite to explore the

profound connections between text, music, and life experiences.

3.3.3 Dissertation Analysis

The composition "Dissertation Chapter 4, Section 3, Paragraph 1, Footnote 26" benefits from the

unique contributions of pianist Bryan Nichols and vocal soloist Charmaine Douglas, under the detailed

guidance of the author's vision. Nichols, with his rich experience in jazz and improvisational music, injects

a profound sense of depth and emotional resonance, essential for embodying the intricate dynamics of

academic exploration. His ability to navigate complex emotional landscapes with the piano complements

the narrative depth of the composition.
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The vocal soloist, Charmaine Douglas brings an essential authenticity and freshness to the vocal

interpretation. Her distinctive expressive humming, an improvisational layer atop the structured text,

serves as a powerful metaphor for the struggle of maintaining one’s unique voice within restrictive

frameworks. As a young Black artist, her participation adds significant depth to the piece, enriching it with

themes of representation and the richness of diverse voices.

The compositional approach for "Dissertation Chapter 4, Section 3, Paragraph 1, Footnote 26"

deliberately confronts and contrasts with the rigid expectations typical of academia, illuminating the

tension between adherence to tradition and the desire for personal authenticity. Utilizing the grand piano

to symbolize traditional academic rigor, juxtaposed with vocal lines that represent the individual's quest for

identity, the piece encapsulates the essence of navigating one's path within established norms.

Nichols’s piano and Douglas’s vocals, particularly her improvisational humming, symbolize this

tension. Douglas's improvisation stands as a counterpoint to the traditional narrative, suggesting the

possibilities that lie beyond conventional boundaries. This duality within the composition reflects the

broader theme of the dissertation: the challenge of integrating personal experience and identity within the

structured demands of academic scholarship.

The piece extends an invitation to contemplate the transformative power of music as a medium

for expressing complex narratives of identity, challenging traditional academic and societal norms. It

underscores the significance of retaining one's voice in environments that demand conformity, highlighting

the transformative potential of diversity and authenticity in creative expression. The dialogue between the

traditional elements and improvisational contributions in the composition serves as a metaphor for the

author's own journey through the dissertation process, breaking traditional molds to forge a space where

personal experience and scholarly inquiry intersect, offering new insights into the role of music in

navigating and understanding the complexities of identity and expression within academic frameworks.

3.4 The Transformative Potential of Inclusive Composition

Echoes of Gakaabikaang exemplifies a pioneering initiative within music composition to

authentically connect disparate cultures through the universal language of music. This endeavor

highlights the significance of employing inclusive approaches in composition, which not only transcend

traditional boundaries but also actively engage with a wide array of musical traditions and cultural

narratives. By integrating elements reflective of Native American, African American, and other cultural
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traditions, these compositions embody a rich tapestry of influences that invites both performers and

listeners to explore the commonalities of human experience across cultural divides.

Achieving music that resonates across such divides necessitates from composers a profound

understanding of music as a universal language and a sensitivity to the nuances of different musical

traditions. This project is a testament to that approach, showcasing an ability to honor and weave together

diverse cultural perspectives into a cohesive musical narrative. It serves as a compelling model for how

creative expression can serve as a bridge between cultures, enhancing our intercultural competency and

encouraging a deeper appreciation for diversity through the arts. Intercultural competency fosters

conversations that are essential in addressing social justice, by promoting understanding and

collaboration across diverse communities.

Moreover, this approach challenges the traditional canon of music education, historically

dominated by Western classical paradigms, urging a reconsideration of what constitutes the core of

musical education and performance. By advocating for a broader, more inclusive definition of music, the

compositions underscore the importance of creating educational and performance spaces where all

cultural backgrounds are represented and valued. This is pivotal not only for enriching the musical

experience for all involved but also for dismantling cultural barriers and fostering an environment of

mutual respect and understanding.

Central to this discussion is the imperative to challenge existing systems and traditions within

music composition and education. This project underscores the critical need for such challenges,

demonstrating how traditional norms can be expanded to embrace a more inclusive and representative

range of musical expressions. By doing so, it calls into question established practices and opens up new

possibilities for creating music that is reflective of our diverse global community.

Emphasizing the importance of challenging these traditional systems is not just an academic

exercise; it's a necessary step towards fostering a more equitable and inclusive cultural landscape. It's

about acknowledging and valuing the richness that diverse cultural perspectives bring to the musical

tapestry and recognizing that the future of music lies in its ability to bridge differences and bring people

together. Through projects like this, we are reminded of the transformative power of music and its

potential to not only reflect but also shape a more inclusive and understanding world.
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Chapter 4: Through You

4.1 Introduction

Through You, a cross-genre work with vocal soloist, stands as a complex, emotive composition

dedicated to the memory of Peter Ostroushko2, encapsulating the essence of his artistic legacy and

personal journey. Ostroushko's contributions to American folk music, characterized by depth and

authenticity, form the core around which this piece weaves its narrative. By delving into Ostroushko’s

musical expressions and exploring the nuances of his life's work through the lens of his daughter, the

composition navigates the intricacies of personal and musical heritage.

The ensemble brought together for Through You reflects a deliberate and thoughtful

amalgamation of talents across a spectrum of musical backgrounds, embodying the composition's intent

to celebrate and extend Ostroushko's artistic dialogues. This diversity of participation underscores the

work's underlying themes of connection, memory, and the continuity of musical traditions.

Adopting a multifaceted approach to composition, the work integrates structured elements

designed for classically trained musicians, improvisational passages for jazz-influenced performers, and

segments conveyed through oral tradition. This methodology not only pays homage to Ostroushko's

versatile musical identity but also serves as a testament to the unifying power of music. Through its

exploratory nature, Through You emerges as a poignant reminder of music's role in transcending cultural

boundaries, fostering a deeper appreciation for the interplay between tradition and innovation, and

highlighting the enduring impact of a musician's legacy on the fabric of cultural and personal identity.

4.2 Conceptual Framework

Through You materializes as an intricate exploration of cultural memory, collective mourning, and

intercultural dialogue, anchored in the profound legacy of Peter Ostroushko and the universal language of

music. This composition transcends the personal, extending into the realm of communal expression and

socio-political reflection, against a backdrop marked by significant global events such as the Black Lives

Matter movement, the conflict in Ukraine, and the Stop Asian Hate campaign. It endeavors to capture the

essence of American folk traditions while intertwining with the rich tapestry of multicultural musical

expressions, thereby embodying a synthesis of diverse cultural narratives.

2 Peter Ostroushko (1953-2021) was a renowned American violinist and mandolinist, known for his contributions to
American folk music often through National Public Radio’s weekly broadcasts of “A Prairie Home Companion”.
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Central to this piece is the innovative collaborative framework that underpins its creation,

involving an assembly of musicians spanning different disciplines, generations, and cultural backgrounds.

This collective endeavor is predicated on the principle of intercultural competency, facilitating a shared

space for exploration, understanding, and creative expression. By converging musicians who traditionally

may not interact musically, the composition becomes a testament to the unifying power of music,

underscoring its capacity to transcend societal barriers and foster profound connections among

individuals from disparate cultural milieus.

This approach not only serves to honor the memory of a luminary within the folk tradition but also

positions the work as a vibrant dialogue among varied musical traditions and cultural perspectives. It

reflects a broader ambition to leverage the arts as a mechanism for societal reflection, healing, and

change, situating the composition within a continuum of musical works that seek to bridge cultural divides

and catalyze empathy and understanding across communities.

The composition process itself reflects a departure from conventional methods, embracing a

multifaceted approach that incorporates elements of oral tradition, written notation, and improvisation.

This methodology highlights the adaptive nature of music as a medium for communication and

storytelling, facilitating a deeper engagement with themes of loss, heritage, and communal resilience.

Through its construction and performance, Through You emerges as a poignant narrative on the enduring

impact of cultural memory and the essential role of music in articulating shared human experiences,

fostering a collective sense of belonging and hope amidst a landscape of cultural and societal upheaval.

4.3 Purposeful Ensemble Selection in Composition

The ensemble composition of Through You epitomizes a sophisticated musical tapestry, weaving

together an array of musicians who bring forth a rich mosaic of cultural backgrounds, musical disciplines,

and generational insights. This deliberate amalgamation of diverse musical talents serves not merely as

an artistic choice but as a foundational pillar that embodies the composition's thematic aspirations

towards universality, reconciliation, and communal solidarity.

Central to the ensemble's ethos is the 29:11 International Exchange, a South African choir whose

participation transcends mere vocal contribution to embody the philosophical underpinnings of Ubuntu.

This principle, deeply rooted in the recognition of our shared humanity, enriches the composition with a

profound narrative layer, advocating for mutual understanding and collective healing.
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Auxiliary percussionist, Stokley Williams, more often distinguished for his contributions to the

realms of rhythm and melody as a member of Mint Condition3 and as a solo artist, introduces a

multifaceted musical dynamic to the ensemble. His proficiency across multiple instruments and vocal

depth injects a vibrant soulfulness into the composition, further amplifying its emotional depth and

rhythmic complexity.

The inclusion of keyboardists Michael Cain and Kavyesh Kaviraj represents a strategic bridging of

musical worlds, facilitating a dialogue between varied musical traditions and stylistic expressions. Their

collaborative interplay within the ensemble underscores the composition's commitment to exploring the

intersections of musical diversity and creative innovation.

Further depth is added by two string ensembles from the MacPhail Center for Music and Arthur

LA Buckner on drums, juxtaposing classical string textures with contemporary rhythmic patterns. This

harmonious blend not only showcases the ensemble's technical virtuosity but also musically narrates the

nuanced thematic elements of the composition, embodying the multifaceted nature of the narrative.

At the narrative forefront, lead vocalist Aida Shahghasemi provides a compelling interpretive

layer. Her profound connection to her Iranian heritage and insightful exploration of cultural expression

through music lends the composition an authentic voice, resonating with the shared experiences of

restriction, identity, and expressive freedom.

This confluence of musicians is further enriched by the participation of an esteemed collection of

local musicians and music educators, each contributing their individual voice to the ensemble’s collective

narrative. This collaboration symbolizes a microcosm of intercultural dialogue and empathy, reflecting the

composition's foundational message of unity and shared exploration.

Through You succeeds not only in its tribute to Peter Ostroushko's legacy but also as a testament

to the power of music as a conduit for intercultural connection and empathy. The ensemble, through its

richly layered composition and collaborative essence, exemplifies a model for transcultural understanding

and artistic innovation, offering profound insights into the role of music in bridging cultural divides and

fostering a more interconnected world.

3 Mint Condition is an American R&B band, with the height of their popularity in the 1980’s and 1990’s. They are
widely known for their contributions to Black culture through their music.
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4.4 Conceptual Composition Approach

Delving deep into Peter Ostroushko's discography, the composition process for Through You

began with meticulous study and transcription of his works. This endeavor aimed to capture the essence

of Ostroushko's musical language while ensuring authenticity and respect in its reinterpretation. The

journey included a collaborative dialogue with Richard Kriehn, a musician familiar with Ostroushko's style,

to validate and refine the compositional direction, grounding the piece firmly within the rich tradition of

American folk music yet viewed through a distinctive lens.

In realizing Through You, a hybrid compositional approach was adopted, synthesizing techniques

explored in previous chapters. This included drafting traditional scores for classically trained ensemble

members, utilizing lead sheets for those with a jazz background, and teaching parts by rote to

accommodate varying levels of musical literacy. This multifaceted method facilitated a genuinely

collaborative environment, allowing each musician to contribute authentically. By navigating these diverse

musical landscapes, the piece emerged as a testament to the potential of cross-disciplinary engagement,

celebrating individual artistic voices while weaving a coherent narrative that pays homage to Ostroushko's

legacy.

Through You unfolds in two distinct sections, each serving a unique narrative and emotional

purpose within the composition. The initial segment, evocative of a dirge, pays homage to traditional

mourning rituals, subtly drawing from the rich tapestry of New Orleans musical traditions. This solemn

beginning sets a contemplative tone, reflecting on loss and memory with a depth of feeling that honors the

spirit of Peter Ostroushko. The composition then seamlessly transitions, embracing the vibrant,

forward-moving energy of the second line. This shift not only symbolizes the transition from mourning to

celebration but also encapsulates the resilience of the human spirit in the face of grief. By integrating

these elements, the piece bridges cultural and musical divides, offering a multifaceted reflection on

legacy, loss, and the communal healing power of music.

The synthesis of cross-cultural musical elements and the universal theme of coping with loss in

Through You underscores a profound truth: music transcends cultural boundaries, offering a shared

language for expressing and navigating grief. This composition not only reflects on the personal and

specific loss of Peter Ostroushko but also taps into the broader human experience of mourning,

underscoring the idea that across cultures, music serves as a vital conduit for expressing sorrow and

facilitating healing. By melding diverse musical traditions to articulate the process of bereavement and

recovery, the piece advocates for a collective, inclusive approach to healing. It posits that engaging with
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music—and through it, with each other—across cultural divides provides a more holistic and enriched

pathway through grief, reinforcing the notion that unity and understanding in the face of loss can foster

resilience and communal solace.

4.5 Reception and Potential Impact

The premiere of Through You, coinciding with the solemn third anniversary of Peter Ostroushko's

passing, emerged as a pivotal moment of collective catharsis and reflection. This event, profoundly

moving for both Ostroushko's family and the broader audience, underscored the composition's capacity to

serve as a conduit for shared grief and memory. The profound emotional resonance experienced by

attendees—marked by tears, embraces, and a palpable sense of communal support—illuminates the

intrinsic power of music to transcend individual sorrow, fostering a collective space for mourning and

remembrance.

This performance also illuminated the significant role of musicians as both contributors to and

recipients of the emotional landscape sculpted by the piece. The diverse ensemble, a tapestry of varying

ages, cultural backgrounds, and levels of expertise, engaged in a deep reflection on themes of belonging,

identity, and the nuances of cultural intersectionality. These reflections not only highlight the piece's

effectiveness in catalyzing introspective exploration among performers but also underscore its broader

implications for cultural understanding and empathetic engagement across disparate communities.

Moreover, the enactment of Through You, on such a poignant anniversary underscores the

potential for music to act as a vital instrument for communal healing and social cohesion. The reactions of

Ostroushko's family and the broader audience underscore the necessity of integrating such reflective and

inclusive compositional methods into contemporary musical practices. This approach, which delicately

balances personal narrative with universal themes of loss and connection, suggests a forward path for

composers and musicians seeking to engage with complex social and emotional realities through their art.

The premiere of Through You serves not merely as a tribute to an individual's legacy but as a

compelling case study for the transformative potential of music in addressing shared human experiences.

The piece's successful integration of diverse musical influences and traditions, coupled with its profound

impact on both performers and audience members, highlights the critical importance of pursuing inclusive,

empathetic, and culturally sensitive approaches to composition and performance. As such, it represents a

significant contribution to the ongoing discourse on the role of music in fostering intercultural competency,
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social justice, and communal healing, advocating for a more inclusive, reflective, and holistic engagement

with the arts as a means of navigating and understanding the complexities of the human condition.
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Chapter 5: Finale

5.1 Summary of Core Findings

In this dissertation I embarked on a journey exploring the intersections of musical composition,

performance, and cultural inclusivity. Through the lens of three original compositions—Bridges, Echoes of

Gakaabikaang, and Through You—this research unfolded within the realms of social discourse,

intercultural competency, and the therapeutic potential of music.

Bridges served as a poignant response to societal tumult, particularly reflecting on the murder of

George Floyd. It highlighted the power of music to catalyze community healing and underscored the

significance of representation and leadership in fostering environments where underrepresented voices

are not only heard but celebrated.

Echoes of Gakaabikaang shifted focus towards an exploration of identity, belonging, and the

historical ties binding African and Native American music traditions. This suite of compositions

emphasized the importance of narrative in music, inviting a reflective journey through the intricate tapestry

of cultural memory and personal history.

Through You commemorated the late Peter Ostroushko, blending American folk traditions with a

rich mosaic of global musical influences. This piece exemplified the unifying power of music, bridging

diverse musical disciplines, generations, and cultures to foster a collective exploration of grief, memory,

and the continuity of influence.

Across these three compositions, several core findings emerged:

1. Music as a Medium for Social Discourse and Healing

The capacity of music to serve as a potent medium for social discourse and healing has been

vividly demonstrated through the compositions presented in this dissertation. Each piece, rooted in

distinct cultural and social contexts, leverages musical expression as a tool for reflection, conversation,

and communal catharsis, addressing themes of identity, trauma, and resilience.
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Bridges, as a response to the societal upheaval following the murder of George Floyd, illustrates

music's power to reflect collective grief and offer solace. By integrating elements of jazz and orchestral

music with themes of leadership and representation, the composition acts as a conduit for emotional

expression and healing, encouraging listeners and performers alike to confront and process complex

social realities.

Echoes of Gakaabikaang, inspired by Sasha Suarez's poetry further exemplifies music's role in

navigating personal and communal narratives. Drawing upon African and Native American musical

traditions, these compositions delve into the shared histories and experiences of marginalized

communities, fostering a sense of belonging and understanding. Through the exploration of Suarez's text,

the music becomes a narrative device that weaves individual stories into the broader fabric of cultural

memory, offering insights into the intertwined paths of identity and heritage.

Through You memorializes Peter Ostroushko within a tapestry of American folk and global

musical influences, embodying the universality of grief and the search for connection. This composition

underscores music's unique ability to traverse cultural and temporal boundaries, facilitating a collective

mourning process that honors legacy and influence across diverse communities.

In each instance, music emerges as a dynamic and multifaceted medium for engaging with

societal issues and fostering healing. It invites listeners and participants into spaces where emotions can

be freely expressed and shared, where dialogue can occur without words, and where healing begins with

the recognition of shared humanity. Through its ability to resonate across cultural divides, music reaffirms

its role as a vital instrument for social discourse, offering pathways toward understanding, empathy, and

collective healing.

These findings illuminate the transformative potential of music as both a reflection of and

response to the social climate, highlighting the need for continued exploration of musical expressions as

tools for social change and emotional well-being.

2. Intercultural Competency and Inclusivity in Musical Composition

The exploration of intercultural competency and inclusivity represents a critical advancement in

the realm of musical composition, as evidenced by the three compositions discussed in this dissertation.

Through a deliberate engagement with diverse musical traditions and collaborative compositional
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methods, these compositions underscore the importance of fostering intercultural understanding and

respect within creative practices.

The incorporation of various cultural musical elements into a cohesive composition requires a

deep level of cultural awareness and sensitivity. By drawing from a wide spectrum of musical traditions,

including African, Native American, and American folk, among others, the compositions presented not

only celebrate the richness of global musical heritage but also challenge the conventional boundaries of

genre and tradition. This approach not only enriches the musical texture but also serves as an

educational tool, exposing performers and audiences alike to new sounds, stories, and perspectives.

Intercultural competency in music composition and performance encourages a departure from a

monolithic view of music-making towards a more inclusive, dialogic process where different voices and

traditions are valued and integrated. This process is instrumental in dismantling cultural hierarchies and

stereotypes, promoting a more nuanced understanding and appreciation of diversity within the musical

community and beyond.

Moreover, inclusivity in musical practices extends beyond the incorporation of diverse musical

elements to encompass the active participation of musicians from varied backgrounds. By engaging a

diverse ensemble of performers, including students, professionals, and community members from

different cultural and generational backgrounds, the compositions act as a microcosm of intercultural

collaboration and exchange. This not only enhances the authenticity and depth of the performance but

also fosters a sense of community and shared purpose among participants.

In sum, the emphasis on intercultural competency and inclusivity within these compositions

illuminates the transformative potential of music as a means of bridging cultural divides, enhancing mutual

understanding, and cultivating a more empathetic and inclusive society. As music continues to evolve as

a global language, its capacity to foster intercultural dialogue and collaboration remains a vital aspect of

its social and cultural significance.

3. Collaborative Composition as a Methodology

The exploration of collaborative composition as a methodology represents a significant paradigm

shift within the traditional framework of musical creation. This approach emphasizes the collective

process of creating music, where composers, performers, and sometimes even audiences contribute to
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the development and realization of a piece. By prioritizing collaboration over individual authorship, this

method offers a more democratic and inclusive approach to music-making, reflecting a broader

understanding of creativity and community in the arts.

Collaborative composition challenges the hierarchical structures traditionally associated with the

composer-performer-audience relationship. In this model, the composer is no longer the sole authorial

voice but instead becomes a facilitator of a creative process that values the input and expertise of all

participants. This shift not only democratizes the compositional process but also encourages a more

dynamic and responsive approach to musical creation, where the contributions of individual performers

and their unique perspectives significantly shape the final work.

The methodology of collaborative composition is inherently inclusive, inviting diverse voices and

backgrounds to partake in the creative process. This inclusivity extends to musical traditions, genres, and

practices, fostering an environment where cross-cultural dialogues can flourish. By integrating elements

from various musical cultures and traditions, collaborative compositions become rich tapestries of sound

that celebrate the global diversity of music. Moreover, this approach can serve as a powerful tool for

cultural preservation, providing a platform for underrepresented or marginalized musical traditions to be

heard and valued within a contemporary context.

Collaborative composition promotes a sense of shared ownership and responsibility among all

participants. This collective investment in the creative process and outcome cultivates a deeper

connection between composers, performers, and audiences, enhancing the emotional and experiential

impact of the music. The process of working together towards a common artistic goal also fosters

community building and solidarity, highlighting music's capacity to bring people together across

differences.

Collaborative composition as a methodology redefines the boundaries and possibilities of musical

creation. It champions a more inclusive, democratic, and culturally rich approach to composing and

performing music, embodying the transformative potential of collaboration in the arts. As the music

community continues to embrace this methodology, it paves the way for a future where music truly

reflects the diversity, complexity, and interconnectedness of our global society.
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4. Implications for Music Education

The exploration of collaborative composition, intercultural competency, and music as a medium

for social discourse and healing within this dissertation reveals profound educational implications. These

core findings suggest that music education can and should go beyond traditional methodologies and

curricula to embrace a more inclusive, culturally responsive, and socially aware framework. This approach

not only enriches the educational experience for students but also equips them with critical skills and

understandings necessary for navigating the diverse and interconnected world of the 21st century.

Integrating collaborative composition into music education promotes creativity, teamwork, and

communication skills among students. It encourages learners to actively participate in the creative

process, share their ideas, and listen to the perspectives of others. This collaborative environment fosters

a sense of community and mutual respect, essential qualities in both educational settings and the broader

society.

Cultivating intercultural competencies through music education is crucial in preparing students to

engage with the global community respectfully and knowledgeably. By exposing students to a wide range

of musical traditions and practices, educators can challenge ethnocentric views and stereotypes,

broadening students' understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity. This exposure not only

enhances students' musical skills and knowledge but also develops their empathy and global awareness.

Recognizing music's role in social discourse and healing within educational contexts provides a

powerful tool for addressing contemporary social issues. Through music, educators can create

opportunities for students to reflect on and respond to the social, political, and environmental challenges

of their times. This engagement fosters critical thinking and social responsibility, encouraging students to

consider their role as artists and citizens in shaping a more just and compassionate world.

The educational implications of this dissertation underscore the need for a holistic approach to

music education, one that values creativity, cultural diversity, and social engagement. By embracing these

principles, educators can inspire students to not only achieve musical excellence but also to become

thoughtful, empathetic, and active participants in their communities and the world at large.

The findings of this dissertation highlight the transformative potential of music education to foster

not just skilled musicians, but also well-rounded, culturally competent, and socially conscious individuals.

As we move forward, it is imperative that educators, administrators, and policymakers work together to
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reimagine and implement music education programs that reflect these values, ensuring that music

continues to serve as a vital and enriching force in our schools and societies.

5.2 Personal Reflection

Embarking on this dissertation journey has fostered significant personal growth, pushing

boundaries and expanding horizons beyond the conventional confines of musical composition

and performance. Through the process of creating Bridges, Echoes of Gakaabikaang, and

Through You, there was an unparalleled opportunity for deep, introspective learning and the

development of a more nuanced understanding of music's role in society, culture, and individual

lives.

One of the most profound areas of personal growth has been in the appreciation and

understanding of cultural diversity and its representation in music. Engaging with different musical

traditions, languages, and narratives required a deliberate effort to step outside of my own cultural and

musical comfort zones. This process has been illuminating, challenging preconceived notions and biases,

and fostering a deeper respect for the universality of music as a form of expression that transcends

cultural boundaries.

Collaborating with musicians from various backgrounds and disciplines has also contributed to

significant growth in interpersonal and leadership skills. Navigating the complexities of collaborative

composition, especially when merging disparate musical styles and traditions, required effective

communication, empathy, and adaptability. These experiences have emphasized the importance of

listening, not just in a musical sense but also in understanding and valuing the perspectives and

contributions of all collaborators.

The exploration of music as a medium for social discourse and healing has underscored music's

powerful role in addressing societal issues and facilitating emotional healing and connection. This

realization has deepened my commitment to using music as a tool for positive change, encouraging

reflection, dialogue, and action on critical social issues.

Moreover, this journey has highlighted the educational implications of my work, reinforcing the

belief in the transformative potential of music education that is inclusive, culturally responsive, and

socially conscious. Witnessing the impact of these compositions on performers, students, and audiences
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has inspired a renewed passion for teaching and sharing music in ways that engage and empower

communities.

Personal growth throughout this dissertation process has been multifaceted, encompassing

artistic development, cultural understanding, social awareness, and educational philosophy. These

experiences have not only enriched my own life but also shaped my aspirations and approach to music,

teaching, and community engagement. They have strengthened my commitment to this journey of

exploration, collaboration, and innovation, with the aim of contributing to a more inclusive, empathetic,

and connected world through the power of music.

5.3 Acknowledging Challenges and Barriers

In embarking upon the creation and presentation of this dissertation, I encountered a multifaceted

array of challenges and limitations, deeply interwoven with my identity as a young Black composer amidst

the socio-cultural upheavals in Minneapolis, following the tragic murder of George Floyd. This period not

only presented significant personal and communal trauma but also laid bare the systemic barriers

entrenched within the musical and academic landscapes.

Access to diverse ensembles and the opportunity for rich, collaborative musical endeavors were

often hindered by systemic barriers that pervade the musical community, magnified by my emergent

status as a composer. These barriers, both subtle and overt, underscore the persistent challenges faced

by artists from underrepresented backgrounds in navigating the cultural and institutional gatekeeping

prevalent within the arts.

Economic constraints further complicated the pursuit of this project. The reality of funding creative

endeavors, a challenge ubiquitous among artists, was particularly pronounced given the socio-economic

disparities that disproportionately affect Black artists. The project thus required not just a creative but a

resourceful approach to budgeting, planning, and sometimes personal financial investment to realize the

vision laid out in this dissertation.

The emotional and psychological toll of engaging in creative work against the backdrop of a

community grappling with grief, anger, and a fervent demand for justice cannot be overstated. In the

aftermath of the murder of George Floyd, the need for support, solidarity, and meaningful action became

ever more apparent, highlighting a stark lack of support from institutional frameworks, including the
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University of Minnesota. This context necessitated finding strength and solace within community ties and

external networks that offered the understanding and support absent within traditional academic settings.

A pivotal aspect of my compositional process was the imperative to honor and accurately

represent the diverse cultures engaged through the music. This endeavor required an in-depth

commitment to research, dialogue, and an ongoing process of reflection to ensure that the compositions

not only conveyed my artistic intentions but also respected the cultural traditions and narratives woven

into each piece. Balancing artistic expression with cultural sensitivity and accuracy was a continual

process, reflective of the broader dialogues around cultural appropriation, representation, and the ethics

of artistic creation.

Navigating the creation and presentation also involved the inherent difficulty in rehearsing

extensible with the ensemble of musicians brought together for each piece. The limited rehearsal time, a

consequence of logistical, financial, and scheduling constraints, posed a significant challenge to achieving

the level of perfection one might strive for in musical performance. This obstacle underscored the

necessity of flexibility, adaptability, and mutual understanding among all participants, reinforcing the

importance of the collaborative spirit and the heart of this project.

Furthermore, the project unfolded against the backdrop of a fragmented music ecosystem,

characterized by competition for limited resources and opportunities. This environment posed additional

challenges, diluting the potential collective impact of musical endeavors aimed at fostering community

and cultural dialogue. Navigating this landscape required a nuanced understanding of the dynamics at

play and underscored the necessity for a more collaborative, unified approach to supporting music and its

role in education and community engagement.

In addressing these challenges, the dissertation journey became not only an exploration of

musical composition and cultural inclusivity but also a personal odyssey through the complexities of

identity, community, and artistic responsibility. The process underscored the transformative potential of

music as a vehicle for social discourse, healing, and intercultural understanding, reinforcing my

commitment to furthering these dialogues through creative expression. The challenges encountered,

while formidable, have been instrumental in shaping the trajectory of my work and affirming the critical

role of music in bridging cultural divides and fostering a more inclusive, empathetic society.
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5.4 Conclusion

In the landscape of contemporary society, where cultural dialogues and understandings are

ever-evolving, music composition emerges as a pivotal medium through which these complex narratives

can be navigated and expressed. This dissertation has embarked on an explorative journey through three

distinct musical compositions—Bridges, Echoes of Gakaabikaang, and Through You—each serving as a

conduit for engaging with themes of racial justice, community resilience, and intercultural dialogue. These

compositions, through their thematic and musical strategies, illuminate the nuanced ways in which music

can foster a deeper understanding of and engagement with these pressing societal issues.

At the heart of this exploration is the question of how music composition can facilitate cultural

dialogue and understanding in contemporary society. The compositions examined within this research

demonstrate that music, with its inherent capacity to transcend linguistic and cultural barriers, serves as a

unique space where dialogues can unfold in a manner that is both profound and accessible. Through the

integration of diverse musical elements and themes, these works invite listeners into a shared experience

that reflects the multifaceted nature of human experience and cultural identity. In doing so, they

underscore the potential of music to act as a bridge between disparate communities, fostering a sense of

empathy and mutual understanding that is crucial in today's globalized world.

The thematic and musical strategies employed in the three compositions are essential in their

ability to engage with issues of racial justice and community resilience. Bridges, for instance, leverages

jazz and orchestral music to create a narrative that reflects the communal and individual trauma following

the murder of George Floyd, thus highlighting the role of music in catalyzing healing and reflection.

Echoes of Gakaabikaang delves into the interwoven narratives of African and Native American histories,

utilizing musical motifs and structures that draw from these rich cultural traditions. Through these musical

and thematic choices, the compositions not only engage with the complexities of racial justice and

resilience but also offer a means for collective and individual processing of these issues.

The role of music education in promoting diversity, inclusion, and social justice becomes evident

through the insights gained from these compositions. By showcasing the effectiveness of collaborative

composition and the importance of intercultural competency, this research advocates for a music

education framework that is inclusive and reflective of the diverse society it serves. Such an approach not

only enriches the educational experience for students but also prepares them to navigate and contribute

to a world where cultural understanding and empathy are more important than ever.
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Furthermore, the variation in compositional process across different pieces highlights the intricate

relationship between method and message in music composition. This diversity in approach—ranging

from traditional notation to collaborative improvisation and teaching by rote—underscores the notion that

the manner in which music is conceived, developed, and realized can significantly influence its thematic

resonance and impact on listeners. These variations in methodology not only reflect the composer's intent

and the cultural contexts from which they draw but also demonstrate the adaptability of music as a form of

expression that can resonate across different audiences and settings.

In sum, this dissertation contributes a nuanced understanding of music's capacity to facilitate

cultural dialogue, address social injustices, and promote intercultural understanding. Through a detailed

examination of specific compositions, it underscores the transformative potential of music as both an

artistic and educational tool, advocating for a more inclusive, empathetic, and socially conscious

approach to music composition and education. This exploration affirms the essential role of music in

reflecting and shaping societal discourse, offering insights into the myriad ways music can contribute to a

more just and understanding world.

Building upon this affirmation of music's integral role in societal discourse, it becomes evident that

the journey through musical composition and exploration is not merely an artistic endeavor but a profound

engagement with the fabric of society itself. As this dissertation demonstrates, music transcends its

melodic and harmonic components to become a powerful vehicle for cultural reflection, dialogue, and

change. The insights gleaned from the compositional processes and thematic explorations discussed

herein underscore the imperative for music creators and educators alike to harness music's potential

responsibly and innovatively. By doing so, they contribute not only to the enrichment of the musical

landscape but also to the cultivation of a more inclusive, empathetic, and socially conscious global

community. In this light, music stands as a testament to humanity's ongoing quest for understanding,

connection, and justice, embodying the hopeful premise that through creative expression and shared

human experiences, we can indeed envision and work towards a harmonious and equitable world.
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Appendices

Performances

Bridges
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OujUlnh1r7g

Letters Home
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fTjPAVQmMmA

A City, A Belonging
https://youtu.be/ua8Di9DkSuk

Dissertation
https://youtu.be/SI3qPQggbNs

Through You
https://youtu.be/AzDr3njIOsM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fTjPAVQmMmA
https://youtu.be/ua8Di9DkSuk
https://youtu.be/SI3qPQggbNs
https://youtu.be/AzDr3njIOsM
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