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Four American Songs
Péter Louis van Dijk

Composer’s Note

The title, Four American Songs is in no way meant to imply a Whitman- or Coplandesque-type
of place-bound cycle. Instead it reflects the origins of the two poets, Sara Teasdale and Meggan
Moorhead, the American “feel” of many of Teasdale’s poems, particularly - and to distinguish
these songs from my more African-inspired works. These songs need not be sung with an American
accent. It is, in effect, my personal tribute to the States where | have spent many happy hours...

American poet and psychologist, Meggan Moorhead, lives in North Carolina. In mid-2000,
during a brief meeting, she gave me a hand-written copy of the two poems, There is where our
breathing and Feast. Originally from a group of three poems called Requiem Exercise, |
connected readily with these poems. In a letter, Ms. Moorhead explains that “...my aim is to be
evocative. The context [in which these poems were conceived] was singing the Pierre de la Rue
Requiem in Boston (1991) under the direction of Sarah Cunningham ... | loved the sound and the
process but my question to myself was - in what words would we - in this day and time - with
what words would we sing a requiem... make sacred the transition - what words would we use? And
that is where | started from during the week between rehearsal and performance...”

These poems are used by kind permission of the author.

Sara Teasdale {1884-1833) was born in St

Louis, Missouri, where she attended a school that was founded by the grandfather of another great
poet from St. Louis, T. S. Eliot. She later associated herself more with New York City. Teasdale -
regarded as an important lyric poet, committed suicide in 1933, The poems, There will come
soft rains and There is no place (orig. Bells) are used by kind permission of the University
of Michigan.

PLVD, June 2001
Cape Town, 5.Africa

Postscript: These songs were composed for my first wife, Susi van Dijk’s final Masters recital
at the University of Cape Town; sadly she died before she was able to perform them and they were
premiered by Hannah van Niekerk (soprano)} and Albie van Schalkwyk (piano) at the University of
the Free State, Bloemfontein in 2003.
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ABOUT NOTHING (for orchestra) Péter Louis van Dijk (1953)

Composer’s Note

No created work can ever truly be “about nothing” - even if the artist chooses to hide behind
“indifference” - or consciously avoids readily-understood tonal and visual references. After
many years of writing commissions with strong, story-specific themes such as The
Musicians of Bremen and The Selfish Giant - as well as several Africa-inspired works such
as San Gloria and San Chronicle, the opportunity arose to write a piece of “pure music”
and this work - with its deliberately Cage-like title was the result. The work plays with colour,
contrast, motivic repetition and some unusual effects - such as the use of a bowed
vibraphone.

About Nothing was commissioned by the Foundation for the Creative Arts and premiered
by the National Symphony Orchestra under the composer’s baton in March 1997.
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