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The sonic limitations of the snare drum 
have often led composers to discover 
new ways of composing for the in-
strument. !is has included the use 

of complex rhythms, various striking imple-
ments, and the combination of the snare drum 
with other forms of media, such as voice. !e 
inclusion of voice in snare drum composi-
tion is evident in the three volumes of !e 
Noble Snare, a collection of works for solo 
snare drum by various composers published 
between 1988 and 1990 by Smith Publica-
tions. One of the most frequently performed 
of these solos is “Peeping Tom” by Dan Senn, 
which is contained in the second volume of 
the collection. Here, a text is spoken in unison 
with snare drum rhythms. Both text and drum 
parts are to be performed by the same person. 
!e snare drum part is continuous while the 
text appears in a “cut up” fashion—placed 
sporadically throughout the piece. An analysis 
of this piece will show the intricacies of the 
composer’s text setting and how the place-
ment of spoken lines within the piece serves 
to determine phrase structures.

OVERVIEW
 !e snare drum part is to be performed 
with wire brushes throughout. Vocal rhythms 
are designated by text written above snare 
drum rhythms enclosed in a box. Although 
no speci"c vocal in#ections are notated, the 
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composer gives additional directions as to the 
performance of the text. If a word itself is en-
closed in a box above the snare drum part, then 
it should be “sung.” !e manner in which it is 
sung is left open to the performer. Some words 
are written in all capital letters. Although not 
discussed in the composer’s performance notes, 
it can be thought that capitalization implies 
the accenting of the particular word. 
 !e text of the piece is taken from an entry 
in Senn’s personal journal. He refers to it as a 
“life observation.” Regarding his inspiration, 
the composer states that his former composi-
tion teacher, Herbert Brun, “once mentioned in 
a lecture that some expressive music made him 
feel like a ‘peeping tom.’”1 !e text reads as fol-
lows. 
  
 As a kid I was rapt by one-way mirrors.
 Not because I was a voyeur.
 !ough indeed I was.
 But because of an idea.
 I knew that light bounced o$ mirrors.
 So it seemed possible to trap light with a  
  sphere 
 surfaced with this one-way mirror stu$.
 A cheap source of light!
 !e sphere would collect light until it blew  
  up or some of it was let out.
 A friend of mine has a brain like that.
 And to keep it, his brain, from exploding, he  
  expresses himself.

 He writes music.
 And he does this by transcribing the sounds  
  he hears inside his head.
 And when I hear his music I feel like a 
  voyeur again.2

 In setting the text to music, the composer’s 
improvised text rhythms resulted in the assign-
ment of "xed rhythms to various word group-
ings. He states, “By the time I wrote ‘Peeping 
Tom,’ I had quite internalized the speech 
rhythms of the piece just as they are presented 
in the score…improvisations tend to become 
"xed with repetition.”3 !e speech rhythms 
in#uenced the creation of the snare drum 
part. After assigning speci"c rhythms to word 
groupings within the text, the rhythms them-
selves were played in various combinations on 
the drum to "ll in the spaces where the text 
part is not present. 

ANALYSIS
 “Peeping Tom” is made up of a large two-
part form. !e "rst section consists of measures 
1–112, the second being measures 114–224. 
Measure 113, which is to be repeated nine 
times, serves as a transition between the two 
sections. !ese formal designations are dic-
tated largely by tempo and dynamics. !e two 
large sections of the piece are subdivided into 
several smaller sections, based on text-rhythm 
relationships. Each sentence within the text 

Example 1. “Peeping Tom,” measures 1–19
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corresponds to a rhythmic phrase. !e use 
of a 1/4 time signature allows each measure 
to contain only one "gure. !is permits the 
composer to easily expand and contract phrase 
lengths.  
 !e "rst rhythmic phrase of the piece occurs 
in measures 1–8. Although the text entrances 
are staggered throughout the following lines, 
each corresponds with a rhythm that is stated 
in the "rst eight measures of the piece. Senn 
refers to this as “resetting” the phrase. !is 
technique is used extensively throughout the 
piece. For example, the second text state-
ment (“I was rapt”) is stated in unison with 

the rhythm used in the second measure of the 
piece—although the text statement does not 
occur until the ninth measure. !e third text 
statement (“by”) is stated in unison with the 
rhythm used in the third measure of the piece. 
Once the text is spoken, the solo drum contin-
ues from where the text-rhythm left o$ in the 
opening phrase. Arrows show the origins of 
speech rhythms within the "rst eight measures 
in Example 1.
 A new rhythmic phrase occurs in measures 
20–55. !is material is used to support the next 
three lines of text (“NOT because I was a voy-
eur. !ough indeed I was. BUT because of an 

idea”). !ese vocal entrances correspond with 
the “resetting” of rhythms from the phrase. (See 
Example 2.)
 !is technique continues with a rhythmic 
phrase between measures 56 and 70. !e mate-
rial interacts with two lines of text (“I knew 
that light bounced o$ mirrors. So it seemed 
possible to trap light within a sphere”) through 
measure 87. (See Example 3.) 
 !e next sentence (“A cheap source of 
light”) is set to rhythms found in measures 
88–89. Since the sentence is stated without 
fragmentation, no “resetting” is involved. !e 
"nal rhythmic phrase of the "rst half of the 

Example 2. “Peeping Tom,” measures 20–55

Visit http://www.pas.org/publications/January2012webextras.aspx 
to hear “Peeping Tom” by Dan Senn Performed by Jason Baker
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Example 3. “Peeping Tom,” measures 67–87

Example 4. “Peeping Tom,” measures 94–112

Example 5. “Peeping Tom,” measure 113
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Example 6. “Peeping Tom,” measures 114–143

piece is stated in measures 94–98 (with a pick-
up note from measure 93). It is then subject to 
“resetting” through the treatment of the text 
“!e sphere would collect light until it blew up 
or some of it was let out.” (See Example 4.)
 !is material is followed by the “transition” 
in measure 113. Serving to return the piece 
to its original tempo and dynamic through its 
nine repetitions, the rhythm is an exact quota-
tion of material that "rst appears in measures 
89–90. (See Example 5.)
 !e "rst phrase of the second half of the 
piece occurs from measures 114–122. Varia-
tions on this phrase take place from measures 
123–146. !e text “A friend of mine has a brain 
like that. And to keep it, his brain, from ex-
ploding…” is used. !e second sentence is con-

cluded in the following phrase. (See Example 
6.)
 !e next rhythmic phrase occurs from mea-
sures 144–149. Its only textual association is 
with the remainder of the previous sentence 
(“…he expresses himself ”).
 !is section continues with the use of mate-
rial from measures 154–155, associated with 
the text “He writes music” in measures 158–
159. !is is interpolated with quotations of 
previous rhythms, not adhering to any apparent 
systemization, extending to measure 165. (See 
Example 7.)
 Rhythms used with the next line of text 
(“And he does this by transcribing the sounds 
he hears inside his head”) also break away 
from previous phrase designs by not matching 

Example 7. “Peeping Tom,” measures 153–165

text rhythms with those stated in a composite 
rhythmic phrase. (See Example 8.)
 !e composer returns to the systemized 
technique of “phrase resetting” in the "nal 
42 measures of the piece. An initial rhythmic 
phrase is stated in measures 182–188 and is 
subjected to variations from measure 189 to the 
end. !is coincides with the text “He copes this 
way. And when I hear his music I feel like a 
voyeur again.” (See Example 9.)

PERFORMANCE CONSIDERATIONS
 !e analysis of rhythmic usage in relation to 
text places interpretative demands on the per-
former. Since Senn states that speech rhythms 
determined the percussive rhythms, the snare 
drum must re#ect the nuances of the spoken 
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Example 8. “Peeping Tom,” measures 166–181
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Example 9. “Peeping Tom,” measures 182–224

line. !is is especially important when the 
respective rhythms are performed on the snare 
drum alone. !e performer must, therefore, 
understand the in#ection and syllabic weight of 
the spoken line and apply such considerations 
to the rhythm when it initially appears without 
text. A sticking for each rhythm should be cho-
sen that e$ectively communicates the vocal nu-
ances of the accompanying text. !is will create 
a connection between the drum and voice as 
the drum will “foreshadow” the text. 
 Instrument choice must also be taken into 
consideration. A small snare drum could be 
preferable to larger one. !is would eliminate 
any excess drum resonance, allowing the voice 
to be heard more clearly. A coated batter head 
must be used on the snare drum. !is will al-
low the wire brushes to create an audible sound 
during passages that require a “swish” type roll. 
!e width of the brushes should be adjusted so 

that rhythms can be accurately articulated, but 
not sound overly percussive. 
 Dan Senn refers to “Peeping Tom” as “a 
small theatre piece, and therefore the text 
should be deeply internalized, just as a good 
actor prepares lines for a performance.”4 !is 
would imply that the performer should have 
the piece memorized enough so that dramatic 
elements can be e$ectively communicated to 
the audience. Internalization of the text will 
also help the performer to not speak directly 
into a music stand. !is will help the dynamic 
balance of vocal and snare drum elements. !e 
resulting musical a$ect of “Peeping Tom” is a 
snare drum solo that engages the audience and 
challenges many preconceptions of snare drum 
composition. 
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