“Blooming” and “Echoes”

Senior Project Submitted to
The Division of the Arts
of Bard College

by

Mary Douglas

Annandale-on-Hudson, New York
May 2023






Acknowledgements

| have many people to thank for helping me get to this point. Firstly, I would like to thank my
parents who always believed that whatever | played sounded beautiful. I would like to thank my
teachers Blair McMillen and Renée Louprette for all of the guidance, musical and emotional
support, and endless opportunities to make music. These concerts would not have been possible
without the amazing musicians who agreed to work with me: Ella Menees, Oga Li, Niall
Ransford, Alice Baum, Will Suggs, Tinaz Kotval, Grace Trenouth, Mara Zaki, and Annie
French. 1 would also like to thank James Mongan and Tom Mark, without whom none of this
would have happened.






Artist’s Statement

My two senior concerts were born of very different impulses. As a double major with the
biology department, I am always looking for ways to connect these two equally important parts
of myself. After discovering a love for plants in my Junior year, | began to find much artistic and
emotional inspiration in plant life. I was not only interested in the biology of plants, but also how
human and plant lives intersect. We often fail to see them, yet we give each other life. We move
constantly, but they remain in the same location for their whole lives. Without even knowing it,
we are often tied to places of comfort by the plants that live with us. In addition to this interest in
plants, I have also become interested in expanding my art beyond the medium of music.
However, | am limited in that music is one of the only arts | have ever studied. These two lines
of discovery came together in my first concert, “Blooming”. In this concert, I programmed piano
music written about or inspired by plants. | collaborated with composition student Oga Li to
include their piece “THROUGH” on the program. I also worked with photography student Riley
Truchel to pair her photographs of or inspired by plant life with the music that I played. The
result was a multisensory exploration of plants and their depiction by humans.

For my second concert, | was initially driven to create a concert solely of chamber music.
I always find music most enjoyable and rewarding when | am making it with other people.
Though I have had opportunities to grow in my chamber music at Bard, I haven’t been able to
take on large works or work with the same group of people for an extended period of time. | was
hoping to more deeply explore working with other musicians by programming my whole concert
around this kind of music. However, as my interests in baroque music and organ playing

expanded, my concert began to change shape to accommodate these interests. Simultaneously, |



experienced a loss that made me think more deeply about all of the previous losses in my life. As
| spent my time contemplating this, my project became more philosophically focused.

The final product, “Echoes”, is a conglomeration of all of these themes. Framing the
concert at the beginning, middle, and end are three baroque songs, which I programmed both due
to my love of the music and to acknowledge the time I have spent over the last two years
learning about continuo playing. These songs, along with a set of piano trios, allowed me to
collaborate with other musicians, as was the original plan for this concert. They also allowed me
to include organ music on the program (in addition to a solo organ piece), representing my
passion for this new instrument that | have learned while at Bard. The solo piano works are
united only by my deep love for them. Each one took me in new directions that music had not
taken me before. In putting this program together, | began contemplating how I may make music
both for the people who are here to listen and for those who are gone. My focus when
performing or constructing a program is always offering the listener opportunities to walk with
the music in whatever direction they would like. For this concert, this ideal expanded into an
attempt to create music that makes space for the listener to sit for a moment with those people in
their lives who are gone. | hoped to offer a space of contemplation of not only the absence of
those who have left, but also a renewed recognition of what they have left behind with us.

The experience of creating these two concerts has taught me innumerable lessons. |
learned basic skills like how to lead rehearsals, how to coordinate with musicians, how to have
an artistic vision and communicate that to others. I also learned that even if | am playing music
written by other people, the music that | make can be whatever | want it to be. While | would like
to say that the completion of these concerts bolstered my confidence as a musician and pianist,

that was not always true. | am coming to learn that my musical confidence is an ever-expanding



project, and that perhaps self-acceptance is more powerful than confidence alone. These projects

have invigorated me to continue expanding my understanding of how | can use music to express

larger questions, interests, and contemplations. | want to keep using music-making as a vessel for
offering space for others’ thoughts, questions, and contemplations that connect people to the

past, to the present, and to the world around them.
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Program Notes

The project of this concert was to explore connections between
my two majors, biology and music. In Fall 2021, | took a biology
class on plant ecology, where | discovered a strong interest both
in studying plant communities and in plants in general. The
original vision for this program was to depict the general life cycle
of a plant - germination, growth, seed dispersal, and eventually
death and decomposition. These impulses are still visible in the
pieces | chose, however, the various steps of the cycle may not
be in order or the foremost feature of a piece. To pair with the
plant-themed pieces | also wanted to feature a Schubert sonata
that | began working on last semester. These two foci make up
the two halves of my program.

| was also interested in including a multi-disciplinary element to
the concert, as | have become increasingly interested in the
spaces where different arts overlap. Riley Truchel was generous
enough to agree to share some of her photos, both taken for this
project and independently, that we felt connected visually to the
music. Interacting with plants for me is a highly visual experience.
Yet, plants often remain overlooked by humans, despite making
up a majority of the biomass on Earth. This concert offers the
opportunity to engage with plants auditorily, visually, and
perhaps somewhere in the convergence of the two. | hope you
enjoy the next hour of sitting with plants and experiencing what
they have to offer.



Sonata in A Minor, D. 784 Op. 143 (1823) - Franz Schubert

Infrequently performed in concert, this sonata is a chilling creation. At
the end of 1822 Schubert began experiencing the symptoms of
syphillis, the disease from which he would ultimately die six years later
[1]. In January 1823, just a month prior to writing this sonata, he was
completely bedridden. Certainly, by February 1823, when the sonata
was written, he was forced to begin to face both this illness and his
mortality [2].

The first movement of the sonata was softly revolutionary at the time of
its composition [3]. Greatly stripped down, Schubert constructed the
movement using rhythmic and harmonic gestures rather than the usual
ornamented pianstic sytle or strong melodic ideas. One of the few clear
melodies in the movement is the first theme, a clear reminder of
Schubert's new proximity to death. The theme appears in A minor and
is built around a falling minor third - a particularly somber interval.

Central to the entire movement is a plagal chord progression - a
subdominant to a tonic chord. This progression is commonly found at
the end of church hymns, forming the harmonic basis for the "amen".
Strikingly, Schubert further expands the possibilities of piano
composition in his experimentation with silence. Each harmonic gesture
is separated by rests, creating a sighing effect, and entire measures of
rests connect the movement's major sections.

Perhaps one of the most beautiful moments in this program is
Schubert's second theme of the first movement. Appearing twice, first in
double then in triple rhythm, this simple chordal section has a achingly
sweet character that is just as drastic in its longing as the opening is in
its despair. After the return of the opening theme, Schubert chose to
end suddenly in A major, rather than the minor the movement began in.
Yet, despite this shift to a brighter key, the extreme sparseness of the
ending - simply tonic and dominant chordal gestures repeated several
times and separated by rests - hardly gives the listener any sense of
comfort as the music becomes even more alienated from a
recognizable pianistic style.



In contrast, the sonata's second movement (Andante) begins in F Major
with a beautiful and almost soothing melody. The movement's opening
theme suggests a lyrical response to the despair and fragmented
development of the first. However, right from the opening line, Schubert
also establishes a short pianissimo motif that quietly interrupts his
singing melody. As the lush harmonies of this movement expand,
Schubert transitions rhythmically into triplets, and the melody moves to
the bass. However, he does not abandon the interrupting motif, causing
the music to switch back and forth between double and triple meters.
These shifts subtly augment the instability created by the interruptions,
preventing the listener from relaxing completely. Even as the movement
comfortably returns to the F Major lullaby that it began with, the music
remains unsettled and doesn't quite provide the comfort that the
listener expects.

The third movement, marked Allegro assai, recalls the memory of the
first with a rapid triplet figure in A minor. Unlike the first with its
overwhelming awareness of space and the second with its fragmentary
melodies, this third movement seems to move constantly. The music is
winding, yet directional, as if simultaneously searching for something
and evading capture. Each repetition of the initial intense, serpentine
theme is paired with a melodic section of a completely different
character. These melodies soar with simple arpeggiated chords in the
bass. In contrast to the first theme, these sections appear in major keys
before transitioning back into minor. At the recapitulation of the
opening, Schubert seems to have transitioned into A Major, mirroring
his harmonic shift at the end of the first movement. However, just as
suddenly, he moves back to A Minor for a final resolute statement of the
opening, now intensified with octaves. Thus, abandoning any hopeful
turn to major, Schubert ends his devastating sonata in the same tragic
language in which he began it.

Through (2020/2022) - OGA

Composing is like growing a garden—I had this idea when | started my
own garden during the 2020 lockdown. The "seed" for this piece was
also planted around then. Over the past two years, it has grown into



many versions, including a version for sixtet which was performed by
the Da Capo Chamber player in April. Once | was browsing online, an ad
popped up: a very hippie looking sweatshirt. A closer look: some text
printed next to some cartoonish images. It reads: The Only Way Out Is
Through. | did not buy that sweatshirt. Somehow.

- Oga

Trois morceaux en forme de poire (1911) - Erik Satie

The least botanical piece on the program, Satie's Trois morceaux en
forme de poire (Three pieces in the form of a pear) has very little to do
with its titular fruit. Instead, the title for the work supposedly came from
a joke Satie aimed at Debussy in response to the latter's criticism that
Satie's music had no form. This "pear" can also be read as a play on a
French insult where the word poire is used to describe the shape of
someone's head, implying that they are a fool [4]. Satie and Debussy in
fact shared correspondence about the piece, with Satie humorously
writing in 1903:

"Monsieur Erik Satie travaille en ce moment a une oeuvre plaisante, laquelle
est appelée '2 Morceaux en forme de poire'. Monsieur Erik Satie est fou de
cette nouvelle invention de son esprit. Il en parle beaucoup et en dit grand
bien. Il la croit supdriéure a tout ce qui a été écrit jusqu'a ce jour; peut-étre
se trompe-t-il, mais il ne faut le lui dire : il ne le croirait pas" [5].

"Mr. Erik Satie works at the moment at a pleasant work, which is called '2
Pieces in the form of a pear'. Mr. Erik Satie is crazy about this new invention
of his mind. He talks about it a lot and says a lot about it. He believes it to
be superior to anything that has been written up to this day; maybe he is he
mistaken, but you mustn't tell him: he wouldn't believe it".

This "2 Morceaux" would later become "Trois". Yet, true to the dada
musician's style, the piece contains seven rather than three pieces.
Surrounding three larger movements, simply titled Morceaux 1, 2, and 3
(Pieces 1, 2, and 3), are two introductory and concluding movements.
The movements featured here are the first opening movement, Maniére



de commencement, the first two Morceaux, and the last closing
movement, Redite. The opening and closing movements translate to "A
way of beginning" and "A gratuitous repetition", in line with Satie's
tongue in cheek style. The musical material for the work draws strongly
on Satie's previous compositions, especially from his Le Chat Noir days.
In the 1890s Satie had to take work as a cabaret pianist and composer,
and many of the themes used in Trois Morceaux come from his
unpublished cabaret songs and incidental music for plays. The only
movement that was original at the time of its composition is Morceaux 1

[4].

| became interested in this piece nominally for the pear, representing
fruits that many plants use to contain their seeds. These fruits are not
just food for humans, but are extremely important dispersal vectors for
plants. When fruits are consumed by a wide variety of animals, the
seeds inside can be deposited in wastes varying distances from the
mother plant. These dispersal vectors are very important factors in the
structure of plant communities, influencing the range of species as well
as reducing competition between individuals of the same species by
moving offspring away from the parent plant. While pears themselves or
the trees that produce them are not referenced by Satie, | was
enthralled by the humor of this piece, and felt that despite the lack of
explicit botanical connections, it would make an excellent addition to the
program.

Preludes, Book i, Il. Feuilles mortes (1913) - Claude Debussy

This prelude was composed as a part of his second Book of Preludes.
Like Schubert's sonata, it was written around the same time that
Debussy received a cancer diagnosis [6]. This colon cancer is the same
disease he would ultimately die from five years later. This prelude is
marked Lent et melancholic - slow and melancholy - perhaps reflecting
Debussy's own mood as he struggled with this new reality. This work
utilizes the whole range of the piano, creating an unique challenge for
the pianist in exploring the nuances of soft (piano) sounds that Debussy
calls for. The piece is constructed in a quite loose ABA structure, with a



slightly faster middle section introducing new material before returning
to the chords from the opening, though now displaced an octave higher.
The middle section also features the loudest dynamic marking in the
piece - a mezzo-forte achieved not by any main melodic material, but
instead by what seems to be an ornamental interjection. While
Debussy's evocative title, "Dead leaves", is likely a connection to his
newly present mortality, it also invokes the biological processes of
decomposition and senescence. Senescence is the process by which
deciduous trees drop their leaves in the fall in response to cooling
temperatures. Once these leaves fall, they become part of the leaf litter
on the ground, a hotbed of decomposition. Decomposition is a vital
process in the life cycle of plants, breaking down dead plant material
into basic nutrients. These nutrients are then released into the soil for
uptake by nearby plants. Without decomposition nutrient cycling in the
forest would come to a halt.  Feuillies mortes certainly ends with an
ominous and unsettled feeling, suggesting a uncertain but inevitable
finality. Yet, perhaps understanding the role of these "dead leaves" in a
forest ecosystem can give a new outlook to Debussy's haunting final
chord - perhaps a beginning lies somewhere within the gloom and
uncertainty.

Five Pieces, Op. 75 (1914) - Jean Sibelius

While Sibelius is best known for his symphonic works, he also wrote by
one calculation as many as 380 pieces considered “miniatures” [7].
Among these miniatures are several sets of pieces for piano. Yet, of
around 220 piano pieces, only 120 have been recorded, and solo piano
music is often considered one of Sibelius’ weakest forms, criticized for
its simplicity and use of textures not commonly considered “pianistic”
[7]. The work featured on this program, known commonly as “The
Trees”, is one of Sibelius’ most popular set of piano pieces. Each of the
five pieces is titled after a deciduous tree species native to Finland: “Nar
ronnen blommar (When the Rowan Blooms), “Den ensamma furan” (The
Solitary Fir), “Aspen”, “Bjorken” (The Birch), and “Granen” (The Spruce).
While the species composition of Finnish forests today certainly differs
from the early 20th century, as a representation of the landscape



Sibelius was immersed in, birches and spruces alone currently make up
17 and 30% of the total tree species in Finland, respectively [8]. Sibelius
composed these pieces in a surprisingly short period of time, just a few
weeks in September and October 1914 [9]. This represented a relatively
stable and successful period in his life. Following several periods of
excessive drinking and spending, which at one point caused his wife,
Aino Sibelius, to seek treatment in a hospital for exhaustion. Following
Aino's illness and Sibelius' own throat cancer scare, he decided to give
up drinking and beginning in 1909 saw more stable times [10]. The
pieces featured on this program are I, IV, and V in the set: “Den
ensamma furan”, “Bjorken”, and “Granen”.

“Den ensamma furan” is above all a stately piece, strongly invoking the
age and stability of a fir. All five pieces are noted for their orchestral
textures, but this feature is particularly apparent in this piece with its
stately, chordal movement [9]. Beginning in C major, Sibelius moves
smoothy and quickly to the relative minor, A, casting a shadow over the
solitary fir. These two sonorities, C major and A minor, continue to blend
seamlessly with one another, creating a bittersweet tone through the
entire piece. While beautifully haunting and particularly effective in
evoking the demeanor of its titular tree, this piece seems also
underdeveloped. It is a survey of beautiful moments and flashes of
brilliance which at times seem almost cobbled together. Just a few lines
in, Sibelius jumps unexpectedly to A-flat major, a shift that is not entirely
convincing. Similarly, Sibelius includes a series of rapid arpeggios
adorning the final lines of the piece - a figure | imagine to be the wind
blowing through the fir needles. These comprise a truly beautiful
musical idea, yet they go undeveloped and feel almost out of place as
the piece returns to the opening chordal character to end as it started.

The second miniature on the program, “Bjorken”, was composed at the
beginning of October 1914. Sibelius drew on water in addition to trees
in his inspiration for this piece. “Bjorken” features a theme that Sibelius
originally included in his symphonic tone poem, The Oceanides, which
was completed in 1914, though this theme did not make it into the final
version of the orchestral work [9]. The piece features open harmonic



intervals, predominantly 5ths and 4ths, giving the piece a joyful and
sonorous quality. The melody tripping over the chordal ostinato is
reminiscent of a folk tune. As with the quick arpeggios in “Den ensamma
furan”, the opening figure of rapid chords gives the impression of wind
moving through the trees' branches, mixing up a cloud of fallen leaves.
Following this quick-moving dance is a section marked mysterioso. Just
audible above a repeating bass figure is the same theme from the first
section, but now altered with a hazy character. Sibelius’ tempo markings
play with time, calling on the pianist to employ a broad range of rubato
in developing less a melody and more harmonic impressions.

The final piece of the set, “Granen”, is the most well-known and often
played miniature in the opus. The orchestral sonorities and stately
metric character of “Den ensamma furan” reappear in this piece, yet
rather than a 2/4 meter, “Granen” is a waltz. This is a curious waltz,
offset by syncopations and ties that allow the rhythm to be obscured or
confused at times. Throughout, a lamenting melody appears in the alto.
This is a less common location for a melody line, but one that grants this
piece a range of orchestral timbres. For, following the opening theme,
the melody moves to the soprano range, as if introducing a new
instrument and inviting a new color to the sound. Perhaps most striking
is the secondary section of the piece. A rolling line of arpeggios seems
to appear out of nowhere, yet by the end of its development returns
harmonically to the first measures of the piece, displaced to a lower
octave. While the opening waltz appears once more at the end, and is
practically unaltered in material, Sibelius includes fermatas (instructions
to hold the note for an unspecified length of time) in the melody line.
This lends the waltz an unsettled feeling and emphasizes the ending's
heightened gravity and solemnity.



Mary Douglas is a junior double majoring in Biology and Music at
Bard College. She has a focus in piano performance and currently
studies with Blair McMillen. Recently, she has also begun studying
the organ with Renée Louprette. She plays with the Baroque
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Piano Concerto No. 25 in C Major with the Bard College and
Community Orchestra. Her current focus in biology is on plant
communities.

Riley Truchel is currently a junior at Bard College, where she
studies photography and political science. Her photographic work
is centered around the notion that there is no one singular state
of being, destabilizing the belief that we exist within a fixed reality.
She hopes that through her work, viewers find beauty in the
realization that there is no one particular way of seeing.



Oga (they/them) is a fourth-year student at Bard College
Conservatory, majoring in music composition and studio
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performance art, alongside music composition and other
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the age of two and piano at the age of nine. Ella participated
annually in the year round Stringendo Chamber Music
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summer. These experiences led her to discover her love for
chamber music. Before her time at Bard Ella spent two
years at Simon’'s Rock and studied with Manon Hutton-
DeWys and Ron Gorevic. Ella currently studies with Blair
McMillen and Marka Gustavsson, and just completed a
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