ARISTEA MELLOS / from Athena
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Composer’s Note:

“Athena,” an art song for tenor, violoncello, and piano, was composed in April
2013 as part of the Art Song Lab project in Vancouver. Upon first reading the
poem, I was immediately struck by the musical qualities of the text: its evoca-
tive imagery and rhythmic flow. As a composer, I was influenced by the grue-
some nature of the poem’s narrative, namely, the violent birth of the goddess
Athena. In my setting, I tried to capture the dualities apparent in the text—
life and death, youth and decay, mourning and celebration—by having two
distinct musical sections in the song.

The work opens with a reflective cello solo that hints at the dark nature
of the text to come. This first section is dominated by a funerary dance in
the piano and a low and mysterious tenor line. As the sense of mystery gives
way to pulsing figures and percussive cello techniques, the tenor rises in pitch
and volume, reaching a peak at the half-sung, half-shouted line: “fist after
fist, to crawl and stretch.” With the violent act of Athena’s birth complete,
the remainder of the song shifts into a gentle, more Romantic focus. A lilting
piano figure establishes an ethereal quality, and the music becomes sweep-
ing and almost grand in gesture. As the piano and cello weave contrapuntally
around each other, the funerary music from the opening is re-introduced, but
shifts in harmony render the material transfigured, so that listeners are left
with a strange feeling of familiarity and expectation.

“Athena” was first performed on June 7, 2013 at the Orpheum Annex in
Vancouver, B.C., by Will George (tenor), Elinor Frey (violoncello), and Corey
Hamm (piano).



