
la tristesse durera toujours ...

PROGRAM NOTE:

Among the literally thousands of letters written by Vincent Van Gogh during his lifetime--and as
a group they provide an unprecedented portrait of his life and state of mind--are a series written
to his brother, Theo, during the last two years of his life, 1888-1890. Although Dutch by birth,
and despite having written the vast majority of his correspondence in his native language, Van
Gogh chose to write these letters in French. And what French. Poetic, quirky and expressive,
these letters, in this language, at this time in his troubled, productive, tortured and beautiful life,
form an astonishing window into genius and humanity.

I have surveyed these letters, stripped out admittedly utterly subjective fragments, and thereby
created the libretto for la tristesse durera toujours. (The title is a reference to VVG’s last words,
“the sadness will last forever”, spoken to his brother moments before his death from a
self-inflicted gunshot wound, while being treated for depression by the physician Paul Gachet, in
Auvers-sur-Oise near Paris, in July, 1890. Gachet was himself the subject of Van Gogh’s only
etching, a melancholy portrait of the doctor created while under his care.) The words have been
placed in the mouth of a soprano, quite by design. This is not an “impression” of Van Gogh
himself, but rather an attempt to universalize these texts, to broaden their meaning and enhance
their impact beyond simple caricature.

The music, violent to lyrical, is guided by both these words and the images of Van Gogh’s work.
Thematic materials are organized in a variety of ways, with sonic “colors”--connected directly
with the texts--providing the pillars of the architecture. Above all is the human voice, which
seems to sing out from all of Van Gogh’s works, and which here animates the artist’s words
against the music inspired by his art.
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