
SOLSTICE


by


Yuanning Gao


Submitted to the faculty of the

Jacobs School of Music in partial fulfillment


of the requirements for the degree,

Master of Music


Indiana University

May 2025 




ii



Accepted by the faculty of the

Indiana University Jacobs School of Music


in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

Master of Music


__________________________

Don Freund, Director of Thesis



iii




iv



SOLSTICE


(2024)


For Orchestra


                                                                                                                         by


                                                                                                Yuanning Gao

                             


          


 


                                                                         Copyright ©2024 by Yuanning Gao. All rights reserved 


v



Instrumentation


Performance Duration: ca. 11’ 

3 flutes (3rd doubling piccolo)
2 oboes

Englishhorn

2 clarinets in B-flat

Bass Clarinet in B-flat

2 bassoons

Contrabassoon

4 horns in F

3 trumpets in C

2 trombones

Bass Trombone

Tuba

Timpani

Percussion 1: 

         4 tom-toms, xylophone, bass drum (large), crotales, triangle

Percussion 2:

         tam-tam (large), triangle, glockenspiel, 5 woodblocks, suspended cymbal (large)

Percussion 3:

         tubular Bells, vibraphone, suspended cymbal (medium), snare drum, 2 bongos, 5 woodblocks

Harp

Piano 

Strings
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Program Note


Solstice is a symphonic meditation on transformation—both cosmic and personal. Taking its name from the 
turning point in the cycle of light and darkness, the piece draws on the natural world as a metaphor for inner 
change, renewal, and the gradual emergence from a long period of artistic and spiritual struggle. It is a work 
forged in the crucible of introspection, composed in the wake of a deeply challenging chapter in my creative 
life.

The music begins with an arresting, almost primeval gesture—a stark invocation that plunges the listener into 
a soundscape of searching and uncertainty. From there, the orchestra embarks on a journey of unfolding, 
marked by shifting textures, vibrant harmonic colors, and rhythmic complexity. Influences from the grandeur 
and emotional breadth of Wagner resonate throughout the score, while echoes of Messiaen’s radiant 
harmonies and temporal play give the piece a sense of timelessness and awe.

A single, extended phrase gradually takes shape, threading through the fabric of the orchestration like a 
guiding line through darkness. This evolving line grows in intensity and scope, leading to a cathartic three-
minute climax where disparate elements converge in a moment of clarity and affirmation.

Formally, the structure of Solstice mirrors the arc of personal reckoning: its progression resists traditional 
symphonic closure, instead embracing a form that feels discovered rather than imposed. This approach allows 
for emotional vulnerability within a carefully constructed architecture—moments of fragility are given space 
to breathe, while climactic passages rise not from expectation, but from necessity. In this way, the work seeks 
not only to depict transformation but to enact it.

At its heart, Solstice is less a narrative than a visceral experience—a passage through shadow toward the 
return of light. It invites the listener not only to witness change, but to inhabit it, offering a sound world 
where resolution is earned and the arrival of illumination feels both inevitable and transcendent.
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