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T H E MUS IC
The Artist’s Precept
I would not paint a face
Or rocks or streams or trees—
Mere semblances of things—
But something more than these.
I would not play a tune
Upon the sheng or lute,
Which did not also sing
Meanings that else were mute.
That art is best which gives
To the soul’s range no bound;
Something beside the form,
Something beyond the sound.1
Found in a book of poetry belonging to Griffes, these lines penned by Pai
Ta-Shun strike a chord common among the four sonatas presented on this
album. Griffes’s prescient Piano Sonata, the first to claim historic stature in
twentieth-century American music, epitomizes the vision for a musical language
at once robustly American and expressive of “something beside the form,”
seeking to convey innermost truths of existence. Resonating with Debussy’s

claim that “music remains for all time the finest means of expression we have,”
Griffes, Walker, Floyd, and Barber used their art to explore imponderable
realities that could be more fully accessed within the realm of music. Rather
than confining their work to abstract practices promoted by some avant-garde,
ultra-modern circles, these artists absorbed a variety of musical languages into
their own, foreshadowing, in many cases, the postmodernist aesthetic of stylistic
coexistence. From Walker’s inclusion of folk tunes to Barber’s gripping sincerity,
from Floyd’s devotion to humane narratives to Griffes’s persuasive fusion of
styles, these works rely in some way or another on the power of human empathy, nobly representing the United States as an essentially diverse nation.
Like the painter James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Charles Tomlinson Griffes
became known as an “American Impressionist.” In both cases the term is
imprecise—while Whistler’s art leans more toward symbolist ideals, Griffes’s
distinct musical perspective is limited when strictly aligned to that of the
early-twentieth-century French composers. Debussy did exert a remarkable
influence on Griffes: with him the American composer shares the literary inspirations of Paul Verlaine and Edgar Allan Poe, a penchant for the musical miniature
with poetic titles such as The Vale of Dreams, and a fascination for all things
exotic and oriental—illustrated in works such as The Pleasure Dome of Kubla
Khan and Sakura-sakura. Griffes’s early training in Germany, however, also
ingrained Romantic ideals and Wagnerian leitmotifs into his aesthetic paradigm.
His eventual fusion of these diverse elements resulted in a dynamic musical
encounter between Debussyian waters and Scriabinesque fire.

1 Chinese Lyrics (Shanghai: Kelly & Walsh, 1916), 23. Pai Ta-Shun was the pseudonym of Frederick
Peterson (1859-1938).
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Griffes’s fiercely rhapsodic Sonata for Piano is a pianistic tour-de-force
whose lush eruptions of color achieve orchestral proportions. Volatile lyricism is
intensified by rhythmic fluidity and by a complex harmonic language, making
prolific use of semitone hues and exotic scales. The Sonata opens with an
imposing Feroce introduction, followed by three sections that function as interconnected movements with motivic affinities. The first section’s primary theme,
a lyrical melody churning with major-minor tonal ambiguity, leads the journey
to the second section, which unfolds an ancient-sounding, chant-like melody
that reverberates in opposing registers against floating, exotic harmonies.
This central episode acts as an introduction to the virtuosic, tempestuous final
section. Although Scriabin’s influence is undeniable, the expressive power of
Griffes’s Sonata arises from the particular combination of styles and practices
he weaves into the fabric of his music. Its varied inspirations, however, maintain
a distinctive, focused design, much like the bridge described to Kublai Khan in
Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities:
Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone.
“But which is the stone that supports the bridge?” Kublai Khan asks.
“The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,” Marco answers,
“but by the line of the arch that they form.”
Kublai Khan remains silent, reflecting. Then he adds: “Why do you speak
to me of the stones? It is only the arch that matters to me.”
Polo answers: “Without stones there is no arch.”
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George Walker successfully combined the careers of concert pianist and
composer, becoming both the first African-American instrumentalist to perform
with the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1947 and the first black American to win
the Pulitzer Prize for Music, in 1996. His prolific oeuvre includes art songs,
symphonies, concertos, string quartets, and chamber and solo sonatas.
Diversity infuses Walker’s musical vocabulary, which juxtaposes Romantic and
Modernist idioms with jazz, folk songs, and church hymns. His best-known
work, Lyric for Strings, is celebrated for its intense expressiveness, and pieces
such as Spatials for Piano demonstrate the skillful use of serialism.
Written in 1953 following a performing season in Europe, Walker’s towering
Piano Sonata No. 1 combines both American and European traditions. The
dazzlingly virtuosic Allegro energico explores the pivotal conflict between
the opening theme’s tormented desperation and the vulnerable intimacy of
the second theme, whose cool chromaticism carries jazzy overtones. While
Walker’s combination of passionate lyricism with modernist audacity may seem
analogous to the musical styles of Prokofiev and other Russian contemporaries,
this work is anchored in a distinctively American source: Carl Sandburg’s
anthology The American Songbag, published in 1927. The Chicagoan poet
who sang of the American land also collected the songs of its people, inspiring
generations of artists—Walker among them. Walker used the tune of one
such folk song, “O Bury Me Beneath the Willow,” for the nostalgic theme-andvariations movement that is the Sonata’s centerpiece. Sandburg’s poetic
description of this song applies just as compellingly to Walker’s wistful second
movement:
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Who that has looked at the night stars from under a weeping
willow tree, can fail to find here its saturated mournfulness,
almost murmuring, “Pity me, weep with me over what I had
that’s gone.” The branches droop with a moist melancholy
as though knowing a blessedness of tears.2
The final movement, Allegro con brio, opens with a startling, syncopated
theme in bare octaves that pounds against an obsessed ostinato texture. This
menacing insistency finds a welcomed, though fleeting, reprieve in another
folksong from The American Songbag, “Liza in the Summertime.” An amalgam
of bold, Prokofievian pianistic prowess and lyricism, jazz, and folk tunes,
Walker’s Piano Sonata No. 1 is, in the spirit of Sandburg’s anthology, a mosaic
of “strips, stripes and streaks of colors from nearly all ends of the earth,”
expressing a quintessentially American identity.3
Considered the “Father of American Opera,” Carlisle Floyd is a foremost
opera composer and librettist in the United States. His long, fruitful career has
focused largely on humane subjects that transcend the regional and reach
the universal, celebrating music’s ability to touch audiences across the globe.
Floyd’s sensitivity toward socially unprivileged characters extends to his advocacy for women—seen both in feminist-themed operas, such as Susannah and
Flower and Hawk, and in works based on novels by female authors, such as
Wuthering Heights, Bilby’s Doll, and Cold Sassy Tree. Even if the piano seems
less represented in the composer’s oeuvre than his operatic achievements, the
instrument’s relevance in Floyd’s life is substantial. He began his career as a
2 Sandburg, The American Songbag (Orlando: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1955), 314.
3 Ibid., xii.
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member of the piano faculty at Florida State University, a position he held for
decades. Floyd dedicated his Sonata for Piano to his own teacher, the great
Czech pianist Rudolf Firkušný.
Composed shortly after Floyd’s landmark success, Susannah, the Sonata’s
robust colors and dramatic force infuse the piano with operatic grandeur.
Significantly, Williams recorded this album in Ruby Diamond Concert Hall on
the same stage that launched Floyd’s composing career with the 1955 premiere
of Susannah. The Allegro risoluto’s ominous opening chords give way to an
epic march punctuated by dotted rhythms. In contrast to the heroic bravura of
the first theme, the expansive second theme enters with disarming intimacy, like
a lone voice heard across a desolate landscape. The idea of human empathy,
vital to Floyd’s operas, is here portrayed without words: this melody finds the
company of a second voice in the following canon and is later embraced by the
echoes of a richer texture. The solemn austerity of the Lento assai’s opening
fugato contrasts with the middle section’s relentless ostinato, which, as Floyd
conveyed in personal comments to Williams, evokes an ominous atmosphere
similar to that of a murder mystery. The movement’s climax, a tortured cry
which mirrors itself in extreme registers of the piano, yields to a pianissimo
coda, where materials from outer and central sections are eerily juxtaposed.
The rich dissonances that permeate this movement, combined with the punctuated rhythms thematic to the entire sonata, announce the final movement’s
declamatory opening measures. Floyd’s savvy use of rhythm in the finale’s main
theme, echoed in his ingenious reworking of the Deciso’s opening introduction
as a slow, otherworldly middle section, lets its full mischief run loose in the final
bars, bringing the sonata to a vigorous close.
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Samuel Barber stands among the most widely performed American composers, one whose acclaim fostered a successful career as much as it triggered
derogative commentary from certain intellectual circles. Refusing to limit himself
to a particular set of dogmas, instead allowing his creative voice to absorb a
plethora of styles—modernist or not—Barber was regarded by the avant-garde
milieu as a naïve, quixotic, and even uninspired composer. Such a trajectory of
acclamation in every sphere of society except the one populated by some of
its most influential composers—Copland, Stravinsky, and Schoenberg among
them—caused a sense of loneliness that accompanied Barber throughout the
upstream flow of his career, and this melancholy is heard in his music. In British
critic Henry Brandon’s words, Barber possessed the “daring…to express the
courage of [his] romanticism.” This courage, and time itself, has helped secure
Barber’s position as an essential voice in American music.4

by the Sonata’s final movements, both of which explore the fascination for
Baroque genres shared by Ravel, Stravinsky, Bartók, Copland, and other twentieth-century composers. While the haunting Adagio mesto renews the ancient
passacaglia form by including twelve-tone procedures in its ostinato, the Allegro
con spirito, a four-part fugue, weaves augmentation, inversion, retrograde, and
stretto into its discourse. The unabashed major-seventh inflection delineated
by the fugue’s subject, along with its palpable syncopated rhythms and relentless drive, make for an electrifying finale. This Sonata, written by a composer
who struggled against charges of archaism, was in fact essential in securing a
prominent place for the United States in the modern piano repertoire.

Written in close association with the Russian-American virtuoso Vladimir
Horowitz, Barber’s Sonata for Piano sculpted a pianistic language that paved
the way for other significant mid-twentieth-century American sonatas, two of
which are featured on this album. The Allegro energico’s thematic economy
apposes with Beethovenian cohesiveness the starkly resolute opening theme,
the lyrical second theme, and the poignant third theme featured in the central
climactic section of the development and in the extended coda. The mercurial
scherzo, marked Allegro vivace e leggero, offers a whimsical counterpart to
the tragic movements that surround it. Its whirling figurations create an aura of
enchantment and mischief reminiscent of the sound palettes of Debussy and
Ravel. Barber’s directness of expression and clarity of affect are corroborated

Heidi Louise Williams’s magnificent rendition of these masterpieces—which,
apart from Barber’s Sonata, are rarely performed—pays homage to these
composers and their unique voices, placing their compelling legacies on the
variegated map of twentieth-century American music. Debussy once said that
music is “not even the expression of a feeling, it is the feeling itself.” Williams’s
authoritative recording honors this description. Her imaginative power, with its
seemingly infinite range of colors, refuses to paint “mere semblances of things,”
generously offering listeners access to the boundless range of her musical
soul. As was said of Sandburg’s American Songbag, “a wide human procession marches through” this music.5 The listener is invited to join in the quest
for otherwise-muted meanings of human experience expressed through music,
meanings that also transcend “beyond the sound.”			
							
—André Golbert

4 “New York Acclaims ‘Vanessa,’” London Times, 19 January 1958.

5 Sandburg, xiii.
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T H E PERFORMER
Praised by New York critic Harris Goldsmith for her ‘impeccable soloistic
authority’ and ‘dazzling performances,’ American pianist Heidi Louise Williams
has appeared in solo and collaborative performances across North America
and internationally, having won numerous awards. An ardent promoter of new
music, Williams has worked with many distinguished composers, including
Carlisle Floyd, Ned Rorem, Chen Yi, John Harbison, Augusta Read Thomas,
James Primosch, Daniel Crozier, Ladislav Kubík, and Ellen Taaffe Zwilich. Her
Albany Records solo album Drive American was named among the top 10
classical albums of 2011 in the Philadelphia City Paper, featured in Fanfare’s
2012 Critics’ Want Lists, and described as ‘veritably operatic,’ ‘bold yet
thoughtful,’ ‘provocative and stimulating’ (Fanfare), possessing ‘the muscularity
and poetic power to bring this demanding repertory to life’ (American Record
Guide). Her 2018 release on Albany Records with soprano Mary Mackenzie,
entitled Vocalisms, features American songs and cycles by Crozier, Harbison,
Primosch, and Rorem. Her playing has been published in the Modern Classical
American Songbook, Volume 1, and is also featured on the Naxos and Neos
labels. Williams joined the College of Music piano faculty at Florida State
University in 2007. She completed her BM, MM, and DMA degrees at the
Peabody Institute, where she studied with Ann Schein and coached chamber
music with Earl Carlyss, Samuel Sanders, Stephen Kates, and Robert
McDonald. For more information, visit www.heidilouisewilliams.com.
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		Charles Tomlinson Griffes (1894-1920)
1 Sonata for Piano, A. 85 (1917-18, revised 1919)
		 Feroce - Allegretto con moto - Molto tranquillo - Allegro vivace
		George Walker (1922-2018)
		Piano Sonata No. 1 (1953, revised 1991)
2 Allegro energico
3 Theme and Six Variations
4 Allegro con brio
		Carlisle Floyd (b. 1926)
		Sonata for Piano (1957)
5 Allegro risoluto
6 Lento assai - Andante con moto- Con moto- Poco andante
7 Deciso - Allegro con brio
		Samuel Barber (1910-1981)
		Sonata for Piano, Op. 26 (1949)
8 Allegro energico
9 Allegro vivace e leggero
10 Adagio mesto
11 Fuga: Allegro con spirito

[15:10]

[8:18]
[5:10]
[4:06]

[10:14]
[8:48]
[6:15]

[7:35]
[2:16]
[5:18]
[5:15]

		 Total Time = 78:31
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