About the Music

Sun Cycles is the result of an interesting commissioning project with the Patrick Marsh
Middle School in Sun Prairie, Wisconsin; Chris Gleason, Director of Bands. Students were
asked to research and recommend possible topics for a commissioned work. Once the
topics and research were in, the students voted to choose the top 12, which were then sent to
me for consideration. There were some incredible ideas in there - but as with any commission,
I had to find something that I could communicate well within a medium level framework.

[ immediately became taken with a paper I read by a student whose first name is Raviteja
(Ravi, for short). He wrote about the Egyptian Sun God (Ra). As it turns out, the name Ravi
means "sun light" and his full name, Raviteja, means "sun god." While his family is actually
Hindu, he has a deep interest in mythology and civilizations of ancient history. Thus, [ wound
up taking all the information Ravi had compiled, combined it with my own research, and
then looked at everything until several ideas started to come together to suggest the
overall form of the work. The title, Sun Cycles, comes from very essence of Ra - that he is
perpetually resurrected in the mornings, rides across the sky during the day, and then
battles the goddess Nut in the evenings as he journeys into the underworld, only to
emerge the following morning as part of a new cycle - a “Sun Cycle.”

The opening section, “Sunrise,” is very mystical in nature, seeking to represent both the
beginning of day and the strong influence of Greek mythology. The music becomes more
vibrant at measure 11: this is when Ra is reborn and emerges as the sun. The second section,
“Journey through the Sky,” takes the listener on a journey with Ra as he flies a “day boat”
through the sky, moving like the sun's rotation. This music is lively and dance-like, relying
on authentic Middle Eastern percussion instruments. This section develops continuously
and is basically constructed of two very long crescendos (the first peaking at measure 44
and the second at measure 73, with a final "push” into measure 85).

As the music moves into a darker place, the “Underworld” section begins. In addition to
the dark and subdued nature of this passage, the music is also somewhat unsettled as the
downward lines beginning at measure 101 portray the full descent into the underworld.
This immediately leads into “Renewal,” which completes the full cycle and thus the opening
melodic ideas return, but more fully developed at this point. The orchestration, ranges,
and harmonic complexity continue to build to the end of the piece, signifying the completion
of the cycle.

The piece calls for a large battery of percussion. To cover everything, a group needs a
minimum of 9 players (though parts can obviously be distributed to include additional
musicians). If that many players are not available, I suggest focusing on timpani and
Percussion 1 (darbukas and frame drum, specifically). The majority of the mallet parts
can be omitted in favor of the more ethnic instruments, but [ suggest covering both mallet
parts from measure 22-35, and the bells from measure 101-104.

As the music indicates, I highly suggest using 2 darbukas (a goblet-type drum that is held
between the knees). The music is notated to represent two specific kinds of strokes - the
“doum” and the “tek.” The “doum” is a deeper sound that is produced by striking the center
of the drum with the entire hand (fingers and palm). The higher pitched sound, the “tek,” is
produced by hitting close to the edge of the drum with the fingertips. When done correctly,
it produces a very crisp and high pitched sound in contrast to the “doum.” Students will
certainly need to practice this technique, but I have found that they can learn it very easily,
even in an honor band situation where they only have a day or two to rehearse. The frame
drum should be on the larger side, played with the fingertips, not a stick.
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