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6                           
PEABODY 

Soldiers’ Music
Bret McCabe
About a minute into Jake Runestad’s 
new composition, the soldier’s story 
Dreams of the Fallen, a solo piano line 
rushes from the haunting hum of an 
orchestra’s worried woodwinds and 
strings, as if trying to flee. The pianist 
runs through clusters of notes, like a 
man darting from one hiding place  
to the next, until the strings settle into 
a reassuring melody and the piano 
becomes less frazzled. The orchestra 
seems to counsel calm before the 
strings erupt into an even more 
chaotic and frightful melody, sending 
the piano darting again. The opening 
of Dreams is a disorienting barrage of 
fear and anxiety meant to convey  
the experience of battle.

Runestad, Peab ’11 (MM), didn’t  
just want to convey war’s violent 
calamity, though. With Dreams, 
commissioned by a consortium of five 
orchestras and debuted on Veterans 
Day 2013 by the Louisiana Philhar-
monic Orchestra and Symphony 

Chorus of New Orleans, Runestad 
wanted to focus on the broader expe ri-
ence of today’s soldiers, from deploy-
ment through combat and the return 
home. He has produced an intimate 
addition to classical war music.

“I had been reading a lot of news 
articles about soldiers coming home 
and really struggling to assimilate 
back into everyday life,” Runestad 
says. In 2009, the National Institutes 
of Health called post-traumatic stress 
disorder a growing epidemic among 
veterans; the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs estimates that PTSD 
affects 11 percent of veterans returning 
from Afghanistan and 20 percent of 
those returning from Iraq. Runestad 
felt that he had seen little of the full 
narrative arc, from civilian to soldier 
and back to ordinary life. He wanted 
to tell that complete story. That first 
led him to read poetry about war and 
soldiering, since his commission as 
composer required a choral element. 
He read Horace, whose Ode 3.2 
contains the line “Dulce et decorum  
est pro patria mori,” which roughly 
translates to “It is sweet and fitting to 
die for one’s country.” He read Walt 
Whitman’s Civil War poems. He read 
Wilfred Owen, the World War I British 
soldier whose experiences in the 
trenches led him to deem “dulce et 
decorum” the “old lie.” Runestad 
realized that how war is culturally 
framed and perceived has changed, 
and that he needed poetry that 
understood contemporary combat. 

He found what he was looking  
for in the writings of Brian Turner,  
an Iraqi War veteran. The imagery in 
his 2005 collection Here, Bullet—the 
titular poem opens, “If a body is  
what you want,/ then here is bone  
and gristle and flesh”—seared itself 
into Runestad’s mind. “It has this 
immediate communication and 
powerful language,” he says. “It’s  

just such real, rough human emotion.  
I knew that I wanted to base [the 
piece] on his work.” 

The composer turned to a different 
writer for his composition’s structure. 
Matterhorn, the 2010 debut novel of 
Vietnam War veteran Karl Marlantes, is 
a grueling account of a single company 
fighting near the Laotian border in 
1969. Marlantes followed that novel up 
with the nonfiction What It Is Like to Go 
to War, in which he candidly explores 
how combat changes a person and what 
a soldier needs upon returning home. 
Reading Marlantes prompted Runestad 
to spend more time investigating the 
re-entry process. “What I kept finding 
through all of these resources was two 
main things that soldiers need when 
they return—the first one being some 
sort of ceremony or a rite of passage  
to transition from the war experience 
back home, a sense of closure. The 
other is a sense of community.”

Runestad gave Dreams a three- 
part structure, like a rite, and then 
deliberately avoided the bugles and 
martial drums and march time 
typically associated with martial 
music. “My goal was to evoke a sense 
of place and experience,” he says.  
“So at times, there are these moments 
of great tension; there are these 
moments where I’ve tried to evoke  
a dreamlike experience. I think of  
the [solo] pianist as a character, as 
someone who is experiencing all of 
this, and the orchestra is the sonic 
landscape that describes the place  
or a feeling. And the choir is at times 
commentary and at times the inner 
voice of the pianist.”

The result is music that has both 
shifting ambient moods and narrative 
drive. It moves through a number of 
conflicting emotions and, by the 
composition’s end, the contrast 
between piano and orchestra is less 
harsh than in the beginning. That’s 

Hattar believes the team’s study 
not only revealed more about the  
eye, but it will help scientists better 
understand how neural circuits are 
formed. A greater understanding  
of this circuit formation, he says, 
could be applied to any neurological 
func tion, perhaps leading to break-
throughs in treating neurological 
diseases including autism, Alzheim-
er’s, Parkinson’s, and psychiatric 
disorders where neural circuits 
influence behavior.
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TRANSLATION 

The Bug and  
the Gaze
Bret McCabe
Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis is  
a staple of high school reading lists,  
partly in thanks to its memorable 
opening line about Gregor Samsa 
waking from horrible dreams to  
find himself transformed into a bug. 
But Kafka didn’t say Samsa turned 
into a bug. In German, Kafka wrote 
Ungeziefer, which means “vermin”  
or, more accurately, “unclean beast 
not suited for sacrifice.” In English, 
Gregor becomes a bug, the entire 
meaning altered in translation.

“Today I had to translate three 
Kafka sentences because they haven’t 
been translated [before] and I’m 
agonizing over it,” says Nils F. Schott, 
expressing the anxiety a scholar feels 
when taking an author’s work from  
his or her native language and putting 
it into another. When students and 
scholars read the English translations 
of these three Kafka sentences, they’ll 
be reading Schott’s interpretation  
of Kafka. No pressure there. “For 
another publication, I’ve translated 
some sentences from letters by 
[Gustave] Flaubert and, yeah, that’s  

a little out of my comfort zone. I mean, 
absolutely, this [translation project]  
is vocabulary that I’m familiar with, 
these are lines of argumentation that 
I’m familiar with, lines of reasoning 
that I’m familiar with. No problem.  
But somebody like Flaubert, where 
every sound counts? That’s something 
quite different.”

Schott, A&S ’10 (PhD), is speaking 
by Skype from Paris, where he is a 
visiting assistant professor of English 
at Trinity College’s Trinity-in-Paris 
program. When not teaching, he 
continues tightening up his disserta-
tion for book publication. What he 
spends most of his time doing, 

though, are translations of academic 
writing, from German or French into 
English and vice versa, which require 
their own project-specific research. 
Translators are unsung but crucial 
workers in academia, guiding ideas 
across language barriers. It’s work  
that Schott enjoys and takes quite 
seriously. He chiefly translates what  
he calls “applications of 20th-century 
philosophy,” a field where the ideas 
and terminology of key thinkers and 
writers become set vocabularies in 
different languages.

Take Michel Foucault, whose use of 
“le regard” in his 1963 book Naissance 
de la clinique: Une archéologie du regard 

not to suggest that Dreams of the  
Fallen claims a soldier’s story is tidily 
resolved once he’s reacclimated to 
home. The snippet of Turner’s poetry 
that concludes the piece articulates 
the composition’s open-ended coda: 
“And I keep telling myself that if I walk 
far enough/ or long enough someday 
I’ll come out the other side.”
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