Program notes, by David Potvin

Nocturne in E flat major, op. 9, no. 2 and Nocturne in C minor, op. 48, no. 1 Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849)
These two Nocturnes bookend Chopin’s most productive decade as a composer. The first, Nocturne in E flat major, op. 9, no. 2 was written around 1830, soon after he arrived in Paris, and is part of Chopin’s first set of published nocturnes. The opus is dedicated to Marie Pleyel, a brilliant concert pianist whose husband’s company manufactured the pianos that Chopin most loved to play. Its graceful, operatic melody has made it one of Chopin’s most famous pieces. 
            The Nocturne in C minor, op. 48, no. 1 is of a more serious and austere nature. It was written in 1841, when Chopin’s already failing health was further deteriorating. The opening melody is stark but soon gives way to a beautiful, soothing chorale. In this nocturne, Chopin experimented with a larger structure and grander emotional scale. He added octaves to the chorale section to build up tension and anticipation for the opening melody, which returns defiantly over an accompaniment of repeated chords. His Nocturne in C minor is arguably his most ambitious contribution to the genre.
Preludes for piano Jean Coulthard (1908-2000) and Claude Debussy (1862-1918)
Jean Coulthard was the first composer from Canada’s West Coast to receive wide recognition. Based in Vancouver, she enjoyed a long and prolific career as a composer and professor of composition at the University of British Columbia. Many of her most popular works were labelled as neo-impressionist, and indeed the music of Claude Debussy, one of France’s most famous impressionist composers (though he himself despised that term), was her earliest inspiration to become a composer. Coulthard was prolific and wrote in almost every genre. However, she always returned to the piano to play and compose, and the Preludes, written over a span of three decades (from the 1950s to 1980s), are a testimony to her love of the piano. Debussy, whose success was tied mostly to his orchestral and operatic works, also had a special penchant for the piano since it was his childhood instrument. He wrote two sets of 12 Preludes later in his career, and the Preludes on this program are drawn from the second set written between 1911 and 1912. 
            Coulthard and Debussy’s preludes share many characteristics, from luscious harmonies, to tight formal construction, and listing titles with each prelude. While Debussy’s titles set scenes, and Coulthard’s are more indicative of emotional states, both composers use them to create extra-musical evocations that inspire their listeners’ imaginations to wander. I have chosen to intersperse Debussy’s preludes with Coulthards’ not only to highlight how well these two composers’ styles complement each other, but also to encourage listeners to hear the subtle differences in approach to harmony, rhythm, and texture.
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The Graceful Ghost Rag William Bolcom (1938-) 
William Bolcom is an American composer and pianist who has enjoyed a prolific career writing in many genres, including symphonies, songs cycles, chamber music, and most notably, piano rags. Of his piano rags, The Graceful Ghost is the most well-known. Its supple melodies and intricate inner voices are an innovation for the ragtime genre, including the characteristic stride bass accompaniments and syncopated rhythms that give this genre its timeless charm. 

Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp minor "Quasi una fantasia," Op. 27, No. 2 "Moonlight" Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827)
Ludwig van Beethoven wrote his "Moonlight Sonata" in 1801 during a prolific yet difficult period of his life. At the time of its composition, Beethoven was grappling with the early symptoms of hearing loss. Only one year later, in 1902, he wrote his famous Heiligenstadt testament where he reflected on this personal crisis and his continued desire to complete his artistic destiny. 
            Despite his hardships, Beethoven continued to innovate. His intention for this sonata, as indicated by the subtitle "Quasi una fantasia" ("like a fantasy"), was to break away from the traditional sonata form. In it, he experiments with a more improvisatory approach, and each movement is to be performed without a break, creating a fantasia-like flow. The first movement, Adagio sostenuto, sets a meditative and almost mournful tone with its gentle triplet arpeggios - in contrast to the fast and declamatory character typical of a first movement at the time. The second movement, Allegretto, offers a lighter, dance-like interlude, while the third movement, Presto agitato, erupts in a dramatic and tempestuous finale.
            The sonata's popular moniker, "Moonlight," was not given by Beethoven but rather by the German poet and critic Ludwig Rellstab, who wrote about the first movement: 
"The lake reposes in twilit moon-shimmer [Mondenschimmer], muffled waves strike the dark shore; gloomy wooded mountains rise and close off the holy place from the world; ghostly swans glide with whispering rustles on the tide, and an Aeolian harp sends down mysterious tones of lovelorn yearning from the ruins." 

In the Falling Dark 3 Derek Charke* (1974-)
Juno award-winning composer Derek Charke is based in Wolfville, NS, where he teaches composition at Acadia University. I know Derek from my undergraduate studies there, and I thought it would be fitting to ask him to write a piece for this Debut Atlantic tour. In the Falling Dark 3 is the final installment in Charke’s popular series of piano pieces by the same name. In our initial discussions about the commission, we both kept coming back to how much we appreciate the beauty of the Annapolis Valley where I grew up, and where Charke now lives. In many ways, In the Falling Dark 3 is a love letter to the Annapolis Valley: the sunrises, the dykes, the rolling fields, the mountains, the fresh air, and the vast expanse of stars on a clear night. The piece is in three movements, each evoking a particular facet of the Valley’s beauty. Listeners will hear the magnificence of an early sunrise through a melody that soars over rolling hills and dykes, the waves crashing on the shores of the Bay of Fundy (at high tide of course!), and the endless splendour of a clear night sky. It is such a pleasure for me to come back home to perform on the East Coast, and I am excited that this piece will remain as a testament to how much we treasure this corner of the world long after the tour is finished.

Biidaaban (First Light of Dawn) Barbara Assiginaak* (1966-)
Barbara Assiginaak is an Assistant Professor of Composition at Wilfred Laurier University, and she describes her work “as a composer, musician, singer, performer, educator and environmentalist— [being] rooted in traditional Anishinaabeg teachings and [drawing] on the wisdoms that the non-human beings teach us.” In Biidaaban, we hear two birds singing to each other as they welcome the morning sun.  

Rigoletto Paraphrase Franz Liszt (1811-1886)
Opera paraphrases were an important part of the piano repertoire for 19th-century concert pianists, and Franz Liszt was no exception, having written about 70 pieces in this genre. He wrote this paraphrase on Verdi’s opera, Rigoletto in 1859 for his son-in-law, Hans von Bülow. Unlike his earlier operatic transcriptions which draw motifs from an opera's thematic highlights, Liszt’s Rigoletto paraphrase focuses on one scene, which occurs near the end of the opera at its dramatic climax. This is the famous quartet where Gilda, who is in love with the Duke, and her father, Rigoletto, secretly watch on as the Duke courts Maddalena. Understandably, Gilda is quite distraught. Liszt reproduces this scene faithfully, adding only an introduction, coda, and extra measures in the middle. In true Lisztian style, many pianistic acrobatics and filigree passages were composed, making this work an exciting staple of the concert repertoire. 

