
Claude Debussy  / August 22, 1862 – March 25, 1918

SONATA FOR FLUTE, HARP, AND VIOLA

Claude Debussy uprooted Western tradition at the end of the 19th Century and produced one of the 
most striking and original bodies of work ever created.  He was a musical revolutionary who refused to 
be bound by the conventional 18th and 19th Century musical styles or rhetoric. 
 
Using Eastern well as Western sonorities, Debussy’s music is unpretentious, luminescent, and refined.  
He hints, he does not declare; he suggests, he does not depict.  Color, mood, and atmosphere take 
precedence over line and structure.  He writes of the mysteries and vaporous romances of nature, not 
as the eye mirrors them, but as nature’s wonders are mysteriously transmitted to our emotions. As one 
observer said, “Debussy was the poet of mists and fountains, clouds and rain, of dusk and glints of 
sunlight through the leaves.  He was moonstruck and seastruck, a lost soul under a vast sky illuminated 
by distant stars.  His music begins where poets run out of words, where painters run out of paint.”  Thus, 
although he vehemently rejected the characterization of his music as impressionistic, he became known 
-- understandably -- as an Impressionist composer.

Debussy wrote this sonata in 1915 at a time when he was suffering from terminal cancer and while 
France was still locked in a devastating war with Germany. The piece was intended to be the second in a 
set of six, but he died before the final four could be completed. Do these circumstances color the music?

This magic dreamscape is quintessential Debussy. It gives the impression that it is intended to convey 
something, but it never quite indicates what. It is “l’Après-midi d’un faune” stripped to its core without 
the mythical satyr or flirtatious nymphs. The first movement is pastoral, the second a dance, and the 
third energetic, marked “allegro moderato, but with resolve”. Notice how the flute and the viola often 
play in unison, but an octave apart, creating an unusual composite tone color. He uses the harp for its 
gorgeous sonority, not its ability to produce cascades of notes. That flourish is assigned to the flute.

In a letter to Igor Stravinsky about the project, Debussy said, “I have been writing nothing but pure 
music in our old form, which graciously does not impose [Wagnerian] ring-cycle efforts upon the 
auditory faculty.” In reflecting on the finished product, he said, “I can’t say whether one should laugh or 
cry, maybe both.”

Debussy’s senses were tributaries to his musical inspiration. There is a wealth of fantasy in his music, as 
if he not only could see but also hear shadows dancing on velvet feet. He eschewed rhetoric. He could 
not, or would not, stamp his feet or shake his clenched fist like Beethoven. The lightenings and tempests 
of Wagner were not in his world. His sensibilities were not attuned to the heroic. Far from the great 
victories or defeats and tumults, he could envisage the dream of moonlight upon water, or marble. 
Claude Debussy was a dreamer, and his compositions were his dreams. 

David Lang / b. 1957

SWEET AIR

During a trip to the dentist my oldest son Isaac was given laughing gas. The 

boisephil.org
208.344.7849

516 S. 9th Street
Boise, ID 83702

PROGRAM NOTES



dentist called it sweet air, a gentle name to take the fear out of having a cavity filled. It worked. 
My son experienced something—a drug—so comforting that it made him ignore all signs of 
unpleasantness. This seemed somehow musical to me. One of music’s traditional roles has always 
been to soothe the uneasy. I must say I have never been that interested in exploring this role. It is 
much easier to comfort the listener than to show why the listener might need to be comforted. My 
piece ‘’sweet air’’ tries to show a little bit of both. In ‘’sweet air,’’ simple, gentle musical fragments 
float by, leaving a faint haze of dissonance in their wake.

‘’sweet air’’ was written for the ensemble Sentieri Selvaggi for premiere at the Settembre Musica 
Festival in Torino, Italy, 9 September 1999. It is intended as a birthday present for Louis Andriessen 
- Happy sixtieth birthday, Louis!

—David Lang

Caroline Shaw / b. 1982

VALENCIA

There is something exquisite about the construction of an ordinary orange. (Grocery stores 
around the country often offer the common “Valencia” as the standard option.) Hundreds of 
brilliantly colored, impossibly delicate vesicles of juice, ready to explode. It is a thing of nature so 
simple, yet so complex and extraordinary. In 2012, I performed at the MoMA with the musician 
and performance artist, Glasser — a song which she described as being about the simple beauty 
of fruit. Later that summer I wrote Valencia, for a concert I was playing with some good friends 
in Manchester-by-the-Sea, Massachusetts. I decided to channel Glasser’s brave and intuitive 
approach to melody and texture, such that Valencia became an untethered embrace of the 
architecture of the common Valencia orange, through billowing harmonics and somewhat viscous 
chords and melodies. It is also a kind of celebration of awareness of the natural, unadorned food 
that is still available to us.

-Caroline Shaw
Joan Tower / b. 1938

PETROUSHSKATES

The title Petroushskates combines two ideas that are related to this piece. One refers to 
Stravinsky’s Petroushka and the opening Shrovetide Fair scene which is very similar to the opening 
of my piece. The celebratory character and the busy colorful atmosphere of this fair provides one 
of the images for this piece. The other is associated with ice skating and the basic kind of flowing 
motion that is inherent to that sport. While watching the figure skating event at the recent winter 
Olympics, I became fascinated with the way the curving, twirling, and jumping figure 
are woven around a singular continuous flowing action. Combining these two ideas 
creates a kind of carnival on ice – a possible subtitle for this piece. 

-Joan Tower
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