Trio No. 3: Memories of Corsica (2007)

Rick Sowash

“When Walter Verdehr, violinist in the Verdehr Trio, emailed me with the idea of my composing
a work for the group, I responded by asking if he had any specific thoughts about the sort of piece
that would best meet their needs. He replied, ‘Since our concerts have taken us around the world–
to China, India, Australia, Europe, Russia and all the States in the USA–you might find some
musical inspiration from the idea of visiting some of these places. I have enjoyed your musical
language and world very much and would trust your ideas and inspiration.’
Immediately I thought of Corsica, the most intriguing and one of the most beautiful places I have
visited. I remembered the jagged mountains, the scrubby Arizona-like landscape, the tiny, sleepy
stone villages, the crumbling Genoan watchtowers scanning the amazingly blue Mediterranean,
the pristine beaches, the chestnut forests, the fierce local culture, the strong wine and cheese and
salads laced with the bacon of wild boars. And I remembered the smoke and the flames of forest
fires deliberately set by separatists, the mysterious prehistoric sculptures, the long, proud, sad
history of the island, birthplace of the dictator Napoleon yet also of Paoli, the champion of
democracy who inspired the framers of the American constitution. And I remembered the
Corsicans I had met, proud and fierce, yet possessed of a good humor.
Most of all I remembered the intense, dry heat and my nearly desperate thirst when I foolishly set
out on a hike from the capital city, Corte, with too little water. I've never been thirstier than I was
that day! It was getting downright scary by the time I got back to the city and found some water.
And I remembered the incredible aroma that pervades the island as the hot breezes carry the scent
of herbs growing wild on the mountainsides–oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme. They say
fishermen in their boats, forty miles downwind from Corsica, can catch the smell of herbs on the
wind. I believe this.
All these impressions came together in a three-movement work, the best evocation I can fashion of
my very distinct memories of that strange, timeless and enchanting place. The movements are:
1. Arid Heat: slow, almost static, jagged, ‘empty,’ and a little harsh, all of which will create a ‘thirst’
for the refreshing second movement
2. Aromatic Breezes: lively, tuneful, rich, breezy, fresh, wonderful, like a drink of cool water after a
hot, dry hike
3. Ardent Souls: the irrepressible Corsican spirit, quick to anger, quick to laugh.”
─Rick Sowash
The world premiere of Trio No. 3: Memories of Corsica was on November 16, 2008 in the Music Room,
The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C.
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