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  Poems of sheer nothingness (2012-13)1  � � � � � � � � � � � 37:22

 1  Farai un vers de dreyt nïen (7:54)
 2  Una chansoneta fera (6:09)
 3  Bem degra de chantar tener  (11:55)
 4  No sap chanter qui so non di (3:49)
 5  A penas sai commensar (7:45)

 6 Notes on a page (of Sappho) (2009)2  � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 16:07

  Total 53:39
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If music could speak to language, what would it say? When words encounter other 
sounds, what secrets do they keep from each other? How can they talk at all when one 
seems concrete and the other abstract? When one seems so close to meaning as to 
be indistinguishable, and the other seems so far from it that it constantly threatens to 
disappear into the fog of ineffability? Over such a great distance, what kind of poetry 
would music write to the words it sets? Would it ask forgiveness? As a preliminary 
repentance? An apology for singing? Perhaps. For we who make song must remember 
that we sing to the ears of others.That the price of being listened to is being heard. 
That we must be careful when we whisper nothings, for they are not always so sweet 
as we’d wish them to be.

– Aaron Helgeson



AH: I remember a sunny day in San Diego. A friend was selling piles and piles of books out on 
his front lawn. The birds were chirping outside. There was a light breeze licking the tree 
branches. I was digging through a box of poetry and stumbled across an old book of Occitan 
troubadour song texts. I had never seen the language printed before, and was taken by the look 
of it. I bought the book for a dollar, and took it home where it sat on the shelf for a couple weeks.

   When I finally cracked it open, it fell haphazardly on a poem by Guillaume de Poitiers 
that began in a very strange way. “I’ll make a poem of sheer nothingness. Not of me, nor of 
any other. Not of love, nor of youth, nor of anything else. Because it was composed while 
dreaming on a horse.” It was a baffling introduction (to an otherwise completely normal 
love song) that was about the process of writing song itself. Thumbing through the book, I 
found more of these bizarre preludes, all of them in verse. Some were explanations of the 
poet’s craft. Some were apologies for poor rhyme. Some were pained second thoughts about 
singing. Some were warnings for those who would try and follow suit. All of them seemed 
both timeless and utterly contemporary.

   This was just after the premiere of Notes on a page (of Sappho), and there seemed to be 
an interesting correspondence between the two texts. They spoke to my own feelings over 
the years about vocal music, but they were also a window into a much older struggle to 
create a very personal music, a music that is now lost forever.

SN: How did you decide to set Anne Carson’s translation of the Sappho fragments in Notes on a page?

AH: Well, I discovered Carson’s translations in her book If not, winter back in 2003, and wanted 
to work with them ever since. What’s unusual about it is that it’s not just a translation of 
the words. It’s a translation of the experience of looking at the fragments themselves — 
faded text on scraps of papyrus, a few painted phrases among a group of dancing figures on 
remnants of an urn, isolated examples of the subjunctive uttered by ancient grammarians. 
The language Carson uses to translate these fragments is both plain and modern. Here we 
have Sappho (an ancient Greek poet whose work barely survives) on one end, and Carson 
on the other trying to make sense of it more than two-and-a-half millennia later. There’s no 
attempt to complete anything or dress it up. It’s simply a record of reading another record. 
That became the model for Notes on a page, and for Poems of Sheer Nothingness really...
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sparse settings that transcribe my own experience of reading these fragments and 
imagining how their music would sound in a contemporary context.

SN: Carson situates the text on the page in a very particular manner and evokes a world that we 
can neither see or sense. But we are connected to that world. The experience of being human 
binds us through time, as if with a thick cord that we cannot cut. Sappho speaks to that so 
eloquently.

   I could never describe Notes on a page as sparse, though! To me, it seems ripe and full 
— even the silences are lush. But it is full of delicious contradictions. The music is never 
truly at rest. Amid so much color and texture in the instrumental and vocal writing,  
I find a sense of urgency, not unlike the experience of trying to crystallize a moment of time 
— “remembering” a memory, if you will. That speaks to me of Carson’s translation of a 
translation, an ephemeral construction that nonetheless seems to have inherent power.

AH: Right, we’re never truly in silence. We know that from John Cage, of course, and there  
are certainly silences in this music that behave like he intended — that reveal sounds 
which were previously taken for granted (a barely perceptible rumble in the bass drum,  
a slight panting sound in the flute, a long drawn bow on resonant metal). There are other 
silences, though, that activate the imagination. Silences where we fill in the gaps left by 
the music. Carson’s translation leaves us all sorts of gaps, and they allow us to participate 
spontaneously in the creation of a poetry that is partly Sappho’s and partly our own. I 
wanted that to be true of the music also. We hear a glimpse of harmony or a familiar 
sound and it reminds us of something we’ve heard before in other music or even our daily 
life, and the silence that follows allows us to continue that daydream for a little while.

   This all has to do with listening to the music, though. I suppose it’s a very different 
situation to perform it.

SN: Yes, that’s true. I wonder how many people are aware of the experience of having their 
imagination activated, in real time, by sound. Musicians are accustomed to that, of course. 
We apprehend our location within musical form and structure, but some sounds evoke a 
world that’s just beyond music. The juxtaposition of the two can be disconcerting, but it 
can also allow a magical environment to emerge — something unexpected and alive.
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  And we are not even speaking about the impact that text has. I sometimes marvel at what 
happens when we hear words sung. Quite ordinary words become transformed, regardless 
of whether or not we’re following the trajectory of a narrative. The words are imbued with 
meaning — saturated, really. They’re captured and contained within the singing voice, but 
an endless array of interpretive choices present themselves in real time. I suppose this is 
why singing still fascinates me and why I am interested in music that allows space for this 
process to happen.

AH: You know, there was a time when I used to do a lot of acting. I was always drawn toward 
characters who were heavily involved in the stage action but said very little, like what you 
find in the plays of Harold Pinter, Samuel Beckett, or Anton Chekhov for that matter. The 
challenge for the actor was to create a full and continuous life for the character that would 
produce those few words at just the right time. I wonder if singing this music must feel a little 
like that. For instance, in the third and fifth songs of Poems of sheer nothingness, there are 
long stretches where you’re completely silent...and then the singing picks up almost exactly 
where you left it.

SN: Exactly. The text generates its own life. And it’s a life far beyond what is uttered. I certainly 
see that in all five songs.

   In the third song, for instance, the voice doesn’t even begin until well into the piece. 
We hear unearthly, icy string harmonics repeated over and over with subtle variation. 
The combination of the sounds and the repetition create a dramatic tension that is nearly 
unbearable. It’s no wonder that when the voice finally enters, the duration of the sung notes 
is short, the words are often cut apart, continually interrupted by rests, as if the singer is 
oppressed, gasping for air. After the vocal part is finished, we return to the fragile world 
of the string harmonics. One could imagine a camera, zooming in very slowly, to a solitary 
person plodding through a frozen landscape and then, pulling back until the person is just a 
speck on the horizon.

   In the fifth song, it’s the voice that activates the environment. The song begins with the 
words “I suffer to know (or manage) to begin” (a penas sai comensar ), but “suffer” is not an 
accurate description — there is no heaviness in the piece. To me, the setting speaks to the 
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ephemeral nature of singing. Each line of the poem only has three or four words full of long, 
held notes.  
 We never hear the lines intact. They’re always interrupted by a gentle, fragile sonic 
landscape that emerges and decays. It’s almost as if the singer becomes lost in singing, lost 
in listening. As if there is no discernible boundary between the thought that sparks the act of 
singing and the song itself.

   Of course, this is what these songs reveal to me. There are many more layers of 
complexity here, including the fact that the poems are sung in Occitan.

AH:  Yes, that adds another stream of meaning. There’s a sensuality to the sound of Occitan that’s 
unavoidable, and its antique nature adds a coat of thin dust to the music. There are also 
puzzles hidden in these texts. In the second song, the line E far l’ai tal que sen sela could 
be translated as “I’ll make it such of sense concealed” or maybe something even simpler 
like “I’ll conceal its sense.” But there are secrets here that you can only really access in the 
original language. For example, the word l’ai (“it”) is a homophone with the word lai, which 
itself has double meaning as the noun “plaintive song” and adverb “to her.” Beyond that, 
the word sela (when spoken) can be heard either as the verb “conceal” or the possessive 
pronoun “hers.” So, when it’s uttered out loud, the line simultaneously reveals another 
hidden meaning: “I’ll make her song such that its sense is hers.”

SN:  In fact, that’s what we’re talking about — illuminating the “sense” through performance. 
The only constant is that it’s never the same.

AH:  Many of these texts began as love songs after all, and would have had different meaning 
depending on who heard them. In the end, that’s why these words spoke to me. Because 
they admit — through what’s present in the case of the troubadours, through what’s absent 
in the case of Sappho — something that I never could about the intimate and sometimes 
uneasy relationship between sound and sense. Of dreaming up music to words meant for 
someone else. Of imagining a song that no longer is, or never was. Of telling secrets to the 
wind, in hopes they might later be overheard. 
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 Aaron Helgeson Aaron Helgeson’s music — dubbed “simultaneously virtuoso display and engaging instrumental 
drama” (New York Times) and “beautifully ethereal” (Sequenza 21) — explores the poetic 
boundaries of musical perception, drawing on the diverse fields of phenomenology, acoustics, 
literature, and cognitive science. With recent performances across the US and Europe at venues 
including the Monday Evening Concerts, IRCAM’s Manifeste 2012, the 2013 World New Music 
Days, and the 2014 MATA Festival in New York, his music has been championed by such 
ensembles as the Arditti String Quartet, Yarn/Wire, the Talea Ensemble, Les Cris de Paris, and 
Ensemble Reconsil. A former Fletcher Jones Fellow at the University of California, he has received 
prizes and accolades from the Aaron Copland Fund, ASCAP, the Fulbright Institute, American 
Composers Forum, and the Eiler Foundation.  
 His latest projects include a song cycle on fragments from medieval troubadour poetry 
commissioned by Grammy-winning soprano Susan Narucki, the title track for renown clarinetist 
Richard Hawkins’ new CD A place toward other places, and an anti-oratorio based on the lives 
and music of Norwegian-American immigrants during the Children’s Blizzard of 1888. Recordings 
of his music are available on the Carrier Records, Oberlin Music, and Innova labels. Helgeson 
currently resides in Ohio, where he is Clinical Assistant Professor of Composition at the Oberlin 
Conservatory of Music.

 Susan Narucki Grammy Award winning soprano Susan Narucki has earned international acclaim for over two 
decades. She has appeared with the Cleveland Orchestra, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Netherlands 
Opera, San Francisco Symphony, MET Chamber Ensemble, on the Great Performers Series and 
at Carnegie Hall with conductors such as Boulez, Levine, Salonen, Tilson Thomas, de Leeuw and 
Knussen. A dedicated advocate of new music, Ms. Narucki has given over one hundred world  
premieres, and has enjoyed close collaborations with many of the leading composers of our 
time. The soprano has been a featured soloist with contemporary music ensembles across the 
globe, including Asko/Schoenberg, London Sinfonietta, Birmingham Contemporary Music Group, 
Ensemble Modern, Nieuw Ensemble, ELISION, SMCQ, Remix, ICE, Alarm Will Sound, Talea, San 
Francisco Contemporary Music Players, Speculum Musicae, NYNME, Network for New Music 
and Collage. She has been a frequent guest on the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s Green Umbrella 
Series and of the Making Music Series at Carnegie Hall. The soprano’s extensive discography 
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includes operas of Andriessen (Nonesuch) works of Schoenberg and Zemlinsky (Chandos), 
and works of Carter, Crumb and Davidovsky (Bridge). She was featured on the world premiere 
recording of James Dillon’s Philomela, winner of the 2009 l’Orphée d’Or for best recording of a 
21st century opera. Ms. Narucki has earned major grants from the Creative Capital Foundation, 
the MAP Fund/Doris Duke Charitable Foundation and the National Endowment for the Arts for her 
ground-breaking music/theater projects. Her most recent project is Cuatro Corridos, a chamber 
opera which addresses human trafficking across the U.S. Mexican border.  

 Talea Ensemble Talea Ensemble has been labeled “...a crucial part of the New York cultural ecosphere” by the 
New York Times.  Recipient of the 2013 CMA/ASCAP Award for Adventurous Programming, 
the ensemble has given many important world and US premieres of new works by composers 
including Pierre Boulez, Tristan Murail, Olga Neuwirth, John Zorn, Unsuk Chin, Rand Steiger, 
Beat Furrer, and Fausto Romitelli. Talea has performed at Lincoln Center Festival, Internationales 
Musikinstitut Darmstadt, Wien Modern, Contempuls, Newport Jazz Festival, La Ciudad de las 
Ideas (Mexico), Art Summit Indonesia (Jakarta), and the International Contemporary Music 
Festival (Peru). Radio broadcasts of performances have been heard on ORF (Austria), HRF 
(Germany), and WQXR’s Q2. As an active collaborator of new music Talea has joined forces 
with the Austrian Cultural Forum, Consulate General of Denmark, Korean Cultural Service NY, 
Italian Cultural Institute, and the Ukrainian Institute. Assuming an ongoing role in supporting and 
collaborating with student composers, Talea has served as ensemble in residence at Harvard 
University, Columbia University, Stanford University, Ithaca College, Cornell University and New 
York University. Talea has recorded works on the Living Artists Label, Gravina Musica, Tzadik, 
Innova, and New World Records.
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