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	 I was commissioned in the summer of 2018 by the singer and librettist 
Daniel Neer to collaborate on a piece entitled Lucky Dragon No. 5. It was to be 
roughly an hour long, and was scored for baritone voice and percussion quartet. 
Daniel Neer is a librettist, lyricist, playwright and poet with interests ranging from 
vocal chamber music, art song and choral projects to music-theatre, 
contemporary opera, multimedia and interdisciplinary works. He is the librettist 
of the new American chamber opera Independence Eve, with music by Sidney 
Marquez Boquiren, which received its world premiere with UrbanArias at the 
Signature Theatre in Arlington, Virginia in June 2017. Daniel comes to Otterbein 
every year for residency. Each year he gives a recital, works with vocal students 
from both the classical and musical theatre sides, and works with composers on 
writing for vocals. I was presenting my monodrama Grey: The Uncut Forest at 
one of these sessions, when Daniel first asked if I would be interested in 
collaborating on a piece. We discussed several different topics ranging from 
mental illness to traffic patterns. However, we finally decided on a topic: Lucky 
Dragon No. 5. 


	 Lucky Dragon no. 5 was a fishing boat that was caught in the fallout of 
United States weapons testing off the coast of Japan in 1954. Although U.S. 
officials stated that the boat was a safe distance away, the explosion itself was 
fifty times stronger than anticipated. Fallout coagulated in the form of ash clouds 
that coated every surface with a snow-like substance. 


	 Not only did the crew suffer substantially from this error, they were also 
shamed and separated by their friends and peers. Families would no longer 
support or communicate with their loved ones as they believed that being 
affected made the victims toxic to the people around them. This left the crew 
who made it to land’s final days lonely and painful. 


The piece is broken up into seven movements entitled:


I. Before 


II. Flash 
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III. Roar


IV. Cloud 


V. Ash 


VI. Sickness 


VII. After 


	 The storyline follows a man, who historically did not exist, but  
represents the crew as a whole. He desires to break from the  
norm of his everyday life to pursue a life at sea. The text is beautiful, and is 
deeply moving. Daniel wrote the text as a series of haiku. The uneven syllabic 
pattern made it difficult to set to music, which helped me grow immensely as a 
composer by using different methods to set the text. 


	 I. Before, is the prologue of the piece. Since the movements are 
somewhat fragmented from one another, it is abstract in concept. I used this 
opportunity to create a world in which this storyline could grow. I wanted to 
create a sense of suspended animation in the first few seconds to disorient the 
listener and create interest from the get-go. I did this by using a compositional 
technique called phase shifting. This technique was made popular by minimalist 
composer Steve Reich. It begins with a repeated measure of eighth notes (in this 
case, a bar of 8/8. As the music progresses other instruments enter playing the 
same bar, but offset by one beat. When in full effect, this gives a great feeling of 
musical static which serves as a blank canvas in which I could create a world. 


	 Another aspect from the first movement I wanted to reflect in the music 
was the narrator’s constant sense of wandering. I accomplished this by 
constantly changing the meter, tonal center, and type of instruments that were 
playing.  
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	 II. Flash is where we are first introduced to the Pika-Don (the Japanese 
word for hydrogen bombs, directly translating as Flash-Boom). I wanted to focus 
less on the more bombastic features of a nuclear explosion, and more on a 
microscopic level. I watched many lectures on how hydrogen bombs worked to 
get a better understanding of how to represent it in music. I used a variety of 
different percussion instruments in non-traditional ways. I was really attracted to 
the ominous sounds of warning sirens. I wanted to replicate them, but WWII era 
air raid sirens were slightly out of my budget. I did this by using yarn mallets on 
tubular bells. The brassy sounds sustained over a large period of time made a 
great replacement. 





EX.1 USING OBSCURE RHYTHMS TO CREATE A “WANDERING” FEEL

EX.2; USING EXTENDED TECHNIQUES TO 
EMULATE AN AIR RAID SIREN
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	 IV. Cloud is a movement that deals with the radioactive ash that coated 
the boat after the explosion. In Matashichi Oishi's book The Day the Sun Rose in 
the West, the way he describes it is incredibly eerie and unsettling. I tried to 
make the music depict this heightened sense of anxiety in a variety of ways. I 
used varying time signatures and heavily syncopated music to make the 
downbeat very vague. 





	 The collaboration with Daniel was a very interesting experience. As a 
composer, this was my first experience working with a professional musician. 
While he was extremely gracious, I put extra pressure on myself to put out a 
great product in a timely manner. With this added anxiety however, I hit writer’s 
block a few times during this process. While frustrating at the time, it proved to 
be useful as I found several ways to work through my creative drought. One 
method I used heavily was improvisation. I would sit down at a piano and turn 
on a recording device and improvise (sometimes up to a half an hour). After the 
session, I would listen back to the recordings and transcribe ideas that I liked. I 
would then move away from the piano and work on how I would want to 
orchestrate within the context of a percussion ensemble. Another method I 
would use was to play around with theoretical concepts. At the height of my 

EX.3, USING SYNCOPATED RHYTHMS TO BLUR THE LINES AND SUSPEND THE LISTENER 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Matashichi+Oishi&text=Matashichi+Oishi&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
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experimentation, that involved using a predetermined set of intervals to come up 
with a set of pitches that I would use to compose. The opening figure of I.Before 
uses this technique. I also used already perfected methods like serialism and 
phase shifting to further develop my piece. I would use these methods in 
tandem to maximum effect. This can be seen in the first few bars of I. Before. I 
used a repeated series of pitches that I deterred by making a tone row. I also 
used phase shifting by moving each not ahead by one beat. When all three parts 
are being played together, it makes a cloudy, nebulous sound.  

	 This piece is about 50% complete to date.  and I look forward to 
completing the piece within the coming months. Due to the time constraint of 
my recital, I had decided to focus on finishing three movements, and to put my 
creative power towards different aspects of my recital. However, with the recent 
developments, I have put some energy towards the work, and I am hoping to 
complete it by the fall. Currently, I am working on movement VI. Sickness. Like 
any other of the movements, I do a lot of experimenting deciding with what type 
of sonic world I want to create. This mainly is playing the troupe of percussion 
instruments I have collected over the years in non-traditional ways to find unique 
sounds that help project my vision. I am also very stimulated by visual mediums 
to help me expand on my ideas. For this particular movement, I had a particular 

EX. 4 PHASE SHIFTING USED IN MVT.1 BEFORE 
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fascination with pointillism, especially 
the painting Parade de Cirque by the 
French artist Georges Seurat. This 
particular style of art really resonated 
with me, as the hazy texture of the piece 
reflects the radioactive dust that 
poisoned the crew members. As a 
musical technique, I would split the 
melodic parts between the four 
percussionist. The combination of all 
four lines made for a great collage of 
different sounds. 


	 The original plan was to premiere 
the first three movements of the piece 
that I had completed during my senior 
recital. This was very exciting as Daniel 
Neer had agreed to come and perform 
this piece, and I was honored he would 
take time out of his busy schedule to come. I had even applied and been 
awarded a grant from the Student Research Fund to offset some of his costs. 
Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, my senior recital had to be 
cancelled. We have decided to put most of our efforts into a full scale premiere 
of the piece either in New York City or Central Ohio.


EX. 5, A PORTION OF PARADE DE CIRQUE 
THAT DISPLAYS POINTILLISM 
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Lucky   Dragon   no.   5   
A   new   music   drama   

Music   by   Spencer   Stern   
Libretto   by   Daniel   Neer   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Instrumentation   

 
Solo   Baritone   
Percussion   I,    Vibraphone,   Tom-Toms,   Snare   Drum,   Triangle,  
Percussion   II,    Marimba,   Tubular   Bells,   Tom-Toms,    Snare   Drum,   Triangle,   Vibraphone,   
Percussion   III,    Glockenspiel,   Crotales,   Bass   Drum,   Snare   Drum,   Temple   Blocks  
(5),Tom-Toms,   Vibraphone,   China   Cymbal   
Percussion   IV,    Timpani,   Bass   Drum,   Snare   Drum,   Roto-Toms,   Triangle,Tom-Toms,  
Gong,   Mark   Tree    
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æ
æ

w

Ó ‰

¿ ¿ ¿

j ‰ Œ Œ

æ
æ
æ

˙
™

æ
æ
æ

w

Ó ‰

œ œ œ

j

‰ Œ

œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ

œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ

œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn
œ

œ
œ

œ# œn
œ

œ
œ#

œ# œn
œ

œ
œ

œ# œn
œ

œ
œ

œ#
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{

{

{

{

{

{

Bar. Solo

Vib.

Vib.

Vib.

Crot.

co

p

ver- ing- us all

42

Bar. Solo

Vib.

Vib.

Vib.

S. D.

The

mp

tu na- dark ened-

q = 70 

45

mp

mp

q = 70 

?

∑

U

U

&

To Tub. B.

∑ ∑

6 6 6 6

&

&

∑ ∑

6 6 6 6

&

To S. D.

∑ ∑
/

3 3

3

3

?

∑ ∑

&

∑ ∑ ∑

&

&

Chyna (w/ brushes) 

3 3 3 3 3 3

/

Snare Drum (w/ brushes)

3 3 3 3 3 3

Œ

œ
œ

œ#

œ# ˙n œ

Œ Ó

œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ
œ

æ
æ
æ

w
Ó

æ
æ
æ

˙

æ
æ
æ

w

œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ

œn
œ

œ
œ#

œ# œn
œ

œ
œ

œ# œn
œ

‰

œ

J

œ œ
œ

J

œ
™

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ
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{

{

{

{

{

{

Bar. Solo

Vib.

Vib.

Vib.

S. D.

Their skin turned du ll- and life less-

48

Bar. Solo

Vib.

Vib.

Vib.

S. D.

Gli

p

sten- ing- no more

51

Ti ka- don

Ti ka- don.

?

∑

3

&

∑ ∑ ∑

&

&

3 3 3 3 3 3

/

3 3 3 3 3 3

?

∑

U U

&

∑ ∑

Tubular Bells

&

∑

&

U

(whispered)

U

∑

3 3

/

U

(whispered)

U
To Crot.

&

Crotales

3

3 3
3

‰

œ

J

œ œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn œ w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

¿¿¿¿

Œ

¿¿¿¿

Œ

¿¿¿¿

Œ

¿¿¿ ¿

Œ

¿¿¿¿

Œ

¿¿¿¿

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœ œ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

Ó

œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn

Œ Œ Ó

œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn

J

‰ Œ

Ó
™

æ
æ
æ

œ

æ
æ
æ

w

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

Œ

¿ ¿ ¿

Œ Ó

œœœœ

Œ

œœœœ

Œ

œ œ œ

Œ

Ó œ
œ
œ

œ# œn
‰ Ó
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{

{

{

{

{

{

Bar. Solo

Tub. B.

Vib.

Vib.

Crot.

54

Bar. Solo

Vib.

Vib.

Vib.

Crot.

too

pp

close to the fi re-

58

Sss

Sss

?

∑ ∑ ∑

U

Improvise melody based on these notes 

And I felt so small

&

To Vib.

Vibraphone

∑

U

arco

U

&

U

&

∑ ∑ ∑

U

arco

U

&

3

∑

U

∑

3 3

?

Like a firefly who had

flown  

∑

U3

&

U U

U

&

U

&

U U

U

&

∑ ∑

gong w/ brush

U

œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn
œb

œ

œ

œ
œ

œ#

œ# œn

J

‰ Œ œ
œ

œ#

j

‰ Œ Œ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w

wb

œ
œ
œ

œ# œn
‰ Ó œ

œ
œ

Œ Ó

‰ ¿

J

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿ ¿ Œ

w w

Ó O ~

æ
æ
æ

w

æ
æ
æ

w
Ó O ~

w

w#

Ó

æ
æ
æ

Y

æ
æ
æ

Y

Ó

æ
æ
æ

Y

æ
æ
æ

Y
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