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Ces notes de programme sont écrites par l’étudiant-interprète et sont présentées en tant que 
realisation partielle des critères de leur cours.  
 
The first half of this program is music by French composers written in the 20th century.  This 
was a period in history when the harp repertoire expanded significantly as the double-action 
pedal harp, the most common concert harp today, had become widely available and composers 
were making use of the new instrumentation capabilities. The first three composers lived in the 
same time period and contributed to the harp repertoire during the time of Impressionism which 
brought increased chromaticism and emphasis on mood, emotions, and colour.  
 The second half is music from living Canadian composers, with two pieces that 
demonstrate modern takes on how to display mood, emotions, and colour in a programmatic 
way.  Both pieces are influenced by nature yet use different tools to convey their stories 
including new extended harp techniques.  
 

Sonate pour harp         Germaine Tailleferre 
          (1982-1983) 

The first piece, Sonate pour Harpe, is by Germaine Tailleferre.  She was the sole woman 
in the famed group of 20th century composers known as “Les Six.” Throughout her life she 
struggled to find support as a woman musician and composer. This started with her father 
refusing to support her musical studies.  He was so opposed to a woman studying music that she 
had to practice in secret. She managed to succeed in pursuing her education at the Paris 
Conservatoire and it was there that she began to be recognized as she won numerous awards. Her 
acclaim grew with the help of Éric Satie, who took her under his wing, and brought her into the 
group that would become “Les Six.”  Despite these successes there was still significant struggles 
as Tailleferre was working in a time of blatant sexism in the world of composers but also music 
as a whole. Her music was often critiqued and examined for ‘feminine’ traits instead of valued 
for its quality. Cecil Gray, a British writer, wrote in A Survey of Contemporary Music in 1927: 
“Of Mlle Germaine Tailleferre... Sir, a woman’s composing is like a dog’s walking on his hind 
legs. It is not done well, but you are surprised to find it done at all.”  Nevertheless, she persisted 
and became an important figure in the development and re-establishment of the French style, 
more specifically avant-garde music. While part of “Les Six” Tailleferre met Maurice Ravel, 
also on the program today. The two apparently shared great respect for each other and their 
musical styles, and Ravel became a lifelong musical mentor to Tailleferre.  
 The sonata was composed in 1953 at a time in Tailleferre’s career when her name and 
body of work were already established, and “Les Six” had dissipated.  Tailleferre wrote much 
music for film and television throughout her career including during the period that this harp 
sonata was written. I was delighted to learn of this aspect of Tailleferre’s career as I believe one 
can hear the film music elements in the harp sonata.  
 



Danses sacrée et profane       Claude Debussy 
(1862-1918) 

In 1903 the Pleyel instrument manufacturing company wanted to showcase their new instrument, 
the chromatic harp. The pedal harps that were being used at the time were not capable of 
withstanding the demands of the music being composed in the 19th century. The chromatic harp 
was designed as an alternative with no pedals, instead having all chromatic notes available at 
your fingertips.  These harps had one set of 47 white strings that were diatonic with red C strings 
and black Fs, which is the same as the modern pedal harp. In addition to that set was another set 
of black strings tuned to the semitones in between. The two sets of strings were cross-strung and 
the harpist would pluck the strings around the position of where they crossed.  

The Pleyel company decided the best way to show off and promote this new harp would 
be to commission a piece by Claude Debussy.  He delivered Danses pour harpe for chromatic 
harp and string orchestra in 1904.  The first dance, the sacred dance, begins with a modal melody 
by unison strings which is then developed by the harp and evokes medieval chant prayer, with 
the parallel movement of the chords, specifically the sonority of the parallel fifths.  The 
movement develops with increasing chromatic intensity before returning to the opening parallel 
chords and seamlessly moving into the second dance, danse profane. Profane in this instance 
refers to secular, which is in contrast with the first sacred dance.  The second dance has a waltz-
like ¾ feel. The harp cadenza in this movement is known as the “dream page” as it comes out of 
the dance at half the speed and Debussy uses polyrhythms between the hands. The piece 
immediately picks back the tempo and leads to a driving finish.  

The chromatic harp, having a string for each pitch solved the problems chromaticism 
presented on pedal harps but brought with it problems of its own. It was too large and took too 
long to tune all of the extra strings.  While the chromatic harp did not withstand the test of time 
but this piece has a different fate. A version for pedal harp was published a few short years after 
the original publication and the piece has prevailed as one of the most frequently programed harp 
works today.  

 
 

Introduction et Allegro       Maurice Ravel 
(1875-1937) 

It is interesting to note that just after Debussy’s commision from Pleyel, Ravel was asked 
by a rival harp maker, Érard, to write a piece to promote their double action pedal harp, which is 
the model of harp that I am playing on today. The modern pedal harp has one set of diatonic 
strings and to create chromatic possibilities, there are seven pedals with three positions each, 
connected to pronged discs that raise the pitch of a string by one or two semitones depending on 
the position.  

Composed in 1906, the piece begins with a slow introduction showing off the colours and 
flairs that this specific instrumentation of harp with string quartet, flute and clarinet can produce. 
In the Allegro, the harp takes over, presenting the opening theme. The winds introduce a second 
theme and the piece develops with changing colours and instrumentation of these themes.  There 
is a short but powerful cadenza from the harp. The piece ends with a short but brilliant coda.  

These three pieces presented are cornerstones of the harp repertoire.  With the 
innovations happening on the physical instrument and the changes in musical aesthetics with 
increased chromaticism the harp faced challenges in early 20th century Europe.  I don’t believe it 
is a stretch to say that these pieces along with the developing orchestral repertoire were a turning 



point to cement the harp into the Western Art musical canon. The instrument itself went through 
significant changes along with the repertoire and the solutions have remained as we use the same 
harp today. 

 
 
The repertoire in the second half of this recital was made possible by the advancements 

discussed in the first half. The emotional range of the instrument was significantly expanded 
with the innovations of the early 20th century.  These next two pieces take advantage of the 
possibilities and introduce extended techniques to further push the capabilities of the instrument.  
 

Songs of Nymphs        Marajan Mozetich 
(né en / b. 1948) 

Marajan Mozetich was born in Italy to Slovenian parents.  They emigrated to Ontario, 
Canada where Marajan grew up and started his musical training on piano.  He graduated with an 
Associate of the Royal Conservatory of Music Diploma in Piano performance as well as a 
Bachelor of Music from the University of Toronto where he studied composition with John 
Weinzweig and Lothar Klein. Marajan’s music has been performed throughout Canada but also 
spanning several continents. This piece was composed in 1988 for renowned Canadian  harpist, 
Erica Goodman, with assistance from the Ontario Arts Council. In the composer’s own words: 
“My original intention was to write a series of pieces, each featuring a different aspect of harp 
playing. However, while I was working on them in the heat and noise of a city summer, I kept 
yearning for the beauty and the peace outside modern day reality. I kept imagining idyllic setting 
in a classical pagan world, the essence of nymphs and nature spirits rarely acknowledged in our 
overly rational times. And so, my original technical and intellectual focus became subordinate to 
these feelings and intuitions.  The title of the four movements, Prelude, Reflections, Ritual, 
Freedom are meant to capture the different moods of this imaginary worlds.”  

As nymphs are known as spirits associated with nature, we can find musical elements that 
allude to different aspects of nature.  For example, in the second movement, Reflection, 
Mozetich uses octave grace notes to aurally represent reflection. The third movement, Ritual, is 
an earthy dance-like style shown by the 6/8 time signature and grounded chords. The title of the 
final movement, Freedom, suggests a lightness and space, and the light melody high in the range 
of the harp promotes this idea of floating which eventually fades out as the end of the piece.  
 

Suite Galactique, Opus 39       Caroline Lizotte 
(né en / b. 1969) 

The final piece on the program also uses imagery as a significant element.  As a 
continuation of the development of the harp, this piece presents further exploration and 
innovation with the use of extended techniques.  These tools include plucking or playing a 
glissando on the strings between the top knot and the tuning peg which creates a unique timbre. 
The performer is also asked to play a string while pressing above the tuning peg to bend the 
pitch.  Another technique to ‘bend’ the pitch is the use of pedal slides where the strings are 
playing and the performer moves the pedals and the note slides to the lower pitch. Singing while 
playing is yet another tool to create a specific mood in the second movement.  Finally, the most 
innovative technique, the performer uses a small piece of paper held up to a vibrating string that 
creates a sound, here used to represent chattering teeth.  



I heard Suite Galactique performed by Caroline Lizotte, the composer of this piece, last 
summer while attending the National Youth Orchestra summer program. Studying with her gave 
me a deeper understanding of her ideas and insight to her inspiration for this piece.   

From the composer’s notes there is a clear story for each movement.  The first 
movement, Exosphère, explores the sonic idea of the layer of the atmosphere where molecules 
escape the effects of gravity.  We hear the very low register of the harp which represents our 
rock, the Earth. With a repeated figure in the mid-range of the harp there is a long ascending bass 
line that continues higher and higher as if a molecule leaving the earth’s gravitational pull. The 
performer is asked to play harmonics as well as on the part of the string above the tuning peg 
which creates a unique timbre to add to the galactic atmosphere.  

The second movement, Hymne au Bon Combat, tells the story of a warrior seated with 
friends around a fire.  He is cold and we hear his chattering teeth. The movements progresses 
with the warmth of the fire and the soldiers share their stories and sing.  Each of these narrative 
elements play out in the music through extended techniques. At first the performer plucks a 
string and uses a small piece of paper vibrating against it to create the noise of the chattering 
teeth.  Another technique used is plucking the string and bending the pitch by pushing on the 
string above the tuning peg. A hauntingly beautiful melody emerges and is repeated with the 
performer singing the melody as well as playing it.  This conjures thoughts of mythology as in 
Songs of Nymphs, but this time of sirens singing songs at sea. The harp playing matches the 
capabilities of the human voice by using a pedal slide to slide between pitches.  

The final movement, Scherzo del pueblo, or scherzo of the people, once again uses the 
technique of playing above where the string is normally plucked, and bending pitches.  This 
movement is full of energy and brings the piece and this recital to a bold close.  
 

 

 


