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Poetry in White

An Antarctic Portrait in Three Miniatures
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7’30”
January 2020

Poetry in White began not with the intent to become a finished piece.
Rather, while visiting Antarctica in December 2019, I needed an outlet to
express the overwhelming beauty I saw around me, and composing short
sketches provided me with emotional relief. As time went on, however,
my understanding of the vast icy landscape deepened, and thus the
sketches gained complexity as well. By the time our ship sailed back
above the 60° south latitude line, I had a fully fledged draft completed,
and an entrenched desire to draw on the Antarctic landscape and
wildlife as musical inspiration. Thus Poetry in White was born.

The first movement, titled “Deception” after Deception Island, depicts the
frigid conditions and heavy fog that greeted us there. Jagged cliffs jutted
out from glaciers, with chunks of rock and ice occasionally breaking off
with tremendous, otherworldly moans. As I watched the glaciers calving,
two small icebergs broke off nearly simultaneously, and the resulting
sounds as they hit the ocean created a tritone. Thus, this is the interval
around which movement one is based.

Admiralty Bay lends its name to the second movement, “Admiralty.” The
short, rather harmonically simple nature of this movement is mirrored
by the scale of the passages through which one must sail to enter the bay.
Admiralty Bay is also home to multiple research stations, where scientists
work throughout months of darkness with very little contact with their
friends and families. This isolation served as inspiration for the
mournful, slow moving melodic fragments of this movement.

The third and final movement is called “Elephant” after Elephant Island.
For me, Elephant Island was by far the most mysterious, truly awesome
destinations we visited. Low clouds obscured the mountain peaks as we
approached, and, rounding the other side of the island, we encountered
an iceberg four miles long. The clinking and cracking of sea ice,
represented in “Elephant” with ricochet col legno in the strings, was the
only sound, as all onlookers were driven to silence by pure awe.
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