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13 minutes, 17 seconds of music, composed in 158 hours. A work of art far beyond anything I ever expected. This is The Ambiance Project. Throughout the past 4 months, I have composed a 4-movement symphony and then proceeded to record its inaugural performance with the help of 30 very good musicians. The project has been a great success, and although it was very stressful, I enjoyed making the symphony. It has allowed me to express my hidden talent and passion. As Aldous Huxley said, “After silence, that which comes nearest to expressing the inexpressible is music.” This project has given me new passion for music and motivation to pursue an even higher level of musicianship. 

The Ambiance project is in two parts: the creation of the symphony, and the recording of the symphony. For the first part, I wrote a four movement symphony for full orchestra, called “Ambiance” written for: 2 Flutes in C, 1 Oboe in C, 1 Bassoon in C, 4 Clarinets in Bb, 1 Bass Clarinet in Bb, 2 Alto Saxophones in Eb, 1 Tenor Saxophone in Bb, 1 Baritone Saxophone in Eb, 3 Trumpets in Bb, 3 Horns in F, 2 Trombones in C, 1 Tuba in C, 4 Violins in C, 2 Viola in C, 2 Cello in C, 2 Bass in C, 1 Gong, Timpani, Conga Drum, and Bass Drum. Movement 1 is entitled “Chaos” and features a variety of tempi, including adagio con brio (50 bpm), vivace (180 bpm), allegro (120 bpm), largo (60 bpm), and maestoso con furioso (90 bpm). It also features a variety of meters such as: 4/4, 6/8, and 5/2.  This movement is approximately 3 minutes, 29 seconds. As its name suggests, this movement creates a variety of dark, dissonant chords and fast, difficult runs that make the movement sound very evil. It also contains the loudest note in the piece, hitting almost 105db (extremely loud). It lays out the defining melodic ideas for the rest of the symphony. 
Movement 2 is called “Mystic”. It is much more peaceful and pleasing to the ear, but the sonorities produced by this movement are very unusual, hence the name “Mystic”. The shortest movement at 2 minutes, 42 seconds, it begins with a quiet molto espressivo (90 bpm), then transitioning to a brisk prestissimo (180 bpm), finishing back in Andante sostenuto (90 bpm). It transitions from 4/4 to 6/8, then back to 4/4. While it is rhythmically the easiest movement, it requires a great deal of musicality to perform correctly, owing to the frequent dynamic and style changes. The first 4/4 section of “Mystic” starts very softly, slowly loudening and becoming more intense, until it drops back down to pianissimo. The percussion in this movement is also very interesting. Requiring only the bass drum and conga drum, each successive hit becomes louder, in each measure. This part repeats for nearly 1.5 minutes. This movement draws its inspiration from “Courtyard Apocalypse”, by Alexander Desplat. 
Movement 3 is known as “Harmony”. It features the most pleasing and calming chords and sonorities in the symphony, ambling along at adagietto sostenuto doloroso (60 bpm). It changes meter once, from 3/4 to 4/4, and is also the only movement in the symphony that changes its key, transitioning from F to F#. It opens with an oboe solo, followed by a violin solo, building up until the long and beautiful bass clarinet-tenor saxophone duet and ending very quietly. This movement was inspired by Eric Whitacre’s “Lux Aurumque”, as well as Gustav Holst’s “Venus” from “The Planets”. It is the longest movement, at 4:23, and as the composer, it is my favorite movement. 
The final movement is called “Ambiance”. It draws on the elements and tempi seen in the first 3 movements, as well as establishing new and unusual rhythmic ideas. It begins as a solemn andante pesante (70 bpm) with a dark brass melody, transitioning to an unmetered timpani solo. The movement then progresses to a light fast vivace con brio (180 bpm), mirroring the same rhythm from the beginning of movement 1. The symphony is finished with an allegretto legato doloroso (100 bpm). The piece changes meter several times, from 4/4, to unmetered, to 6/8, then to 3/2. While it feels short to the listener, movement 4 is actually the second longest movement, just edging out movement 1 by one second. It stands out for its distinctive blending of light and dark sonorities and the very quiet, delicate ending that finishes off the symphony. 
While my symphony is very unique and unusual in many ways, my work was still inspired by experts in the field of musical composition. In movement 1, “Mars” from Gustav Holst’s “The Planets” was a huge inspiration, as it helped me come up with a violent ending that would leave the listener awestruck. Holst also influenced movements 3 and 4, inspiring the creation of an oboe-violin duet and the quiet ending for the entire symphony. I was very fortunate, as I had Gustav Holst’s score to “The Planets”, allowing me to see what he wrote, which has inspired my writing as a composer. I was also influenced by the work of film composer Alexandre Desplat, the writer of “Courtyard Apocalypse”. I reorchestrated and built upon a melodic idea that he introduced in that piece, as well as used the percussion part from his score. Thirdly, film composer Michael Nyman inspired the tenor sax-bass clarinet duet in movement 3. The duet was inspired by “The Departure”, from Gattaca. Lastly, I was inspired by Eric Whitacre. He is a modern composer who has created a variety of works for chorus and band, namely “Lux Aurumque” and “Godzilla Eats Las Vegas”. The idea for the ending of movement 3 is inspired by “Lux Aurumque” and features Eric Whitacre’s “Whitacre chord” progression that is a large part of many of his choral works. My symphony was contributed to by the works of many of my favorite composers. 
The symphony was a tremendous success, but it took a great deal of effort to accomplish it. The project was done in two parts; the writing and the recording. I spent 158 hours writing the symphony on Finale, a high-end software that allows me to write and listen to my music on a computer. I bought the software in January and spent every weekend until spring break working on the music. My first major decision came as I was planning to write the movements. “What should each movement sound like? Slow or fast? Calm or intense?” In the end, I decided that movement 1 would be fast and intense, movement 2 would be moderately fast and light, movement 3 would be slow and peaceful, and movement 4 would be slow and heavy. However, I would say that the hardest decision was how to start the symphony. I wanted it to be simple, yet very mysterious, and I created a very dark chord with the bass clarinet, bassoon, tuba, cello, bass, and gong. It created a slow, mysterious setting that would set up the alto saxophone solo that I had already created. 
Part 2, although not nearly as long, was just as difficult as part 1. I had to find and recruit nearly 30 people to rehearse the symphony and record its inaugural performance. The group, having only four hour-long rehearsals as a group, pulled “Ambiance” together, a piece that would be considered a grade 6 masterwork (the highest difficulty ranking in the Georgia Music Educators Association for any piece). In order to do this, I had to learn how to conduct right-handed and I had to learn to read a score while conducting. Everyone tried their best, and after having the music for only a few days, “Ambiance” was recorded on video camera. I then edited the raw footage and produced the final video, the sum total of 4 months of intense work. 

The Ambiance project was a huge success. Although a few parts of my video weren’t as good as they could have been, everyone tried their best and for that, I could not have asked for anything more from them. However, more time would’ve been very good, in order to further rehearse and develop the symphony. As for the symphony itself, I feel that the symphony had very good rhythmic integrity (use of strong, often repetitive rhythms to strengthen a piece) and the chords were very well-developed, especially in movement 3, as movement 3 is dependent on its chord progressions rather than complex rhythms to create flow and cohesion. I think the best thing that the symphony did, however, was its connection to the theme of the symphony. “Chaos” was extremely violent and dark. “Mystic” was very quirky and strange. “Harmony” was quiet and peaceful. And “Ambiance” combined all of these elements into 1 movement, which represents the symphony. For those who are not familiar with the word “ambiance”, it means “that which surrounds, usually referring to sound”. Movement 4 does this perfectly, combining everything that has been previously heard into 1 movement. 
While the symphony was very strong in some areas, it also had a few flaws. The tempo changed too often throughout the symphony, changing a total of 13 times throughout the piece. In that regard, it felt too random and haphazard. Also, several of the transitional spots in the symphony were not well written. In order to fill the space and time in the music, I had to resort to using filler chords or repetitive notes to bridge the gap, causing the symphony to sound strange in some parts. My biggest mistake in writing the symphony was the vivace rhythm seen in movements 1 and 4. In both movements, sets of 8th notes in 4/4 were originally played at 180 beats per minute (bpm). Unfortunately, my way of writing this section was very poorly done, as it was nearly impossible to conduct and even harder for the players to follow. This made it necessary to extensively edit the symphony and change this section to 6/8, retaining the same sound, but having a different, easier-to-follow pulse, and requiring me to print an entirely new set of music (doing so uses well over 200 pages).  
If I were to redo this project in the future, I would change the timing. Most symphonies take several years to write, and I pulled one together in only a few months. More time would also have been useful in the rehearsal of the symphony, as 4 rehearsals were not enough to cover the depth of this piece of music. Other than having more time, I would change nothing. I enjoyed creating the symphony and wouldn’t have it any other way. 

This symphony has taught me many things about music and leadership. First of all, I have learned many concepts of music theory, such as composing techniques and chord progressions. I have learned how to “express the inexpressible” through developing my own unique compositional style. My leadership skills have been improved by this experience. Learning to conduct an ensemble has taught me to be patient and confident and everyone’s abilities. Conducting an ensemble has helped me to become more assertive and it has helped me to improve my communication skills. To extend my learning in the future, I would be interested in taking AP Music Theory or participating in a music-based summer camp. It would also be a good idea to continue writing music, but I would like to especially work on writing band literature. As an active participant in the band program, knowledge of band literature and composition would help my musicianship and improve my skills as a composer. 
Expressing the inexpressible is a very difficult thing to do. With hard work, dedication, and the support of my family and friends, I successfully created “Ambiance”. There’s a lot that I’ve taken away from this project, and I hope to continue my passion for music into the future. 
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