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PROGRAM NOTE

Edgard Varese's Deserts was begun in New York, 1952, and finished Nov-
ember 1954 in Paris where, the following month, December 2nd, its European
premiére took place at the Theatre des Champs Elysées, performed by the Orches-
tre National under the direction of Hermann Scherchen. It was given again in
Hamburg, December 8th, and in Stockholm, December 18th, conducted by
Bruno Maderna.

Varése says of the origin of his score: “Deserts was conceived for two dif-
ferent media: instrumental sounds and real sounds (recorded and processed) that
musical instruments are unable to produce. ~ After planning the work as a whole,
I wrote the instrumental score, always keeping in mind its relation to the organized
sound sequences on tape to be interpolated at three different points in the score.

The score of Deserts is made up of two distinct elements: (1) An instrument-
al ensemble composed of 4 woodwinds and 1o brasses, a variety of percussion
instruments played by five musicians, and a piano as an element of resonance.
(2) Magnetic tapes of organized sound transmitted on two channels by means of
a stereophonic system to provide a sensation of spacial distribution of the sound
sources to the listener. There are four instrumental sections of different lengths
and three interpolations of organized sound. The music given to the instru-
mental ensemble may be said to evolve in opposing planes and volumes, producing
the sensation of movement in space. But, though the intervals between the
pitches determine these ever changing and contrasted volumes and planes, they
are not based on any fixed set of intervals such as a scale, a series, or any existing
principle of musical measurement. They are decided by the exigencies of this
particular work. Of the interpolations of organized sound it should be noted
that the first and third are based on industrial sounds (sounds of friction, percus-
sion, hissing, grinding, puffing) first filtered, transposed, transmuted, mixed by
means of electronic devices and then composed to fit the pre-established plan of
the work. Combined with these sounds, as a structural and stabilizing element,
(especially in the third interpolation) are fragments of instrumental percussion,
some already present in the score, others new. The second interpolation is for
an ensemble of percussion instruments.

It will be noticed that the shorter the section the higher the tension, the music
rising to a climax in the third interpolation and fourth instrumental section, finally
fading out in a long pianissimo.

The title Deserts should not lead the listener to expect descriptive music.
Varése has said that there is no program, no literal reference. For him but not,
he insists, necessarily for any one else, deserts means not only all physical deserts
(of sand, sea, snow, of outer space, of empty city streets) but also the deserts in
the mind of man; not only those stripped aspects of nature that suggest bareness,
aloofness, timelessness, but also that remote inner space no telescope can reach,
where man is alone, a world of mystery and essential loneliness.




Bennington College expresses gratitude for assistance with the performance
of “Deserts” to:

Ampex Corporation, New York District Office, for providing an Ampex Model
4032, two-track stereophonic recorder.

Meclntosh Laboratories, Incorporated, Binghamton, New York, for providing two
so-watt Mclntosh Amplifiers.

Commercial Sound Systems, Incorporated, Albany, New York, for providing an
Altec-Lansing, Model 820, speaker system.

Mr. Joseph E. Joseph, North Bennington, Vermont, for technical assistance in
arranging the performance.

Major Joseph Krawczyk, Vermont National Guard, for making the National
Guard Armory available for this concert.




