






































































































Scenes was commissioned by Symphony San Jose Silicon Valley for performance under the direction of Paul Polivnick during the 
symphony’s inaugural 2002-03 season.  The work is scored for large orchestra, cast in three continuous movements or “scenes” — I. Up 
the mountain, II. Full Circle, and III. Darkness Dance— and was composed at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, NJ. When I 
was initially contacted by the symphony to compose the work, one of the hopes of the organization was that the new work would 
showcase some of the orchestra's principal players.  I have thus created a score in which the following instruments make solo appearances: 
the piccolo, bassoon, euphonium, vibraphone, marimba, and the violin.

The outer movements of Scenes were inspired by William S. Merwin’s poetic narrative The Folding Cliffs (published in 1998), based on a 
true story about a Hawaiian man who contracts leprosy on the island of Kaua’i in the 1890s and single-handedly opposes the provisional 
government army which was forcibly relocating those stricken with the disease, separating them from their families and loved ones.  Since 
reading The Folding Cliffs, I have begun thinking of this story as a natural opera subject, and these outer movements represent preliminary 
musical thoughts for this opera. 

Growing up on the island of Kaua’i, my brother and I used to paddle surfboards or canoes into the Na Pali coast, where the majority of The 
Folding Cliffs story actually took place. This stretch of coastline on the Northwestern side of the island is especially rugged, with the sea 
meeting abruptly rising cliffs and deep, narrow valleys.  The beauty of this landscape, with the different rhythms and colors of the varying 
topographies, inspired the idea of creating an analogous musical landscape.  This musical landscape explores these bottom-to-top and 
top-to-bottom directional motifs, as well as the natural irregularities of superposed time values of slightly different durations, creating the 
blurring effect of simultaneously ascending lines rising at slightly different rates.  This short movement ends with members of the 
orchestra playing at the extreme high part of the register.  The second movement, Full Circle, takes a simple theme in 5/8 time (piccolo) 
and explores the various implications of the theme’s irregular meter. The movement's point of departure came from an image of a caravan 
coming from afar, bringing with it a surprise storm of activity.  After a final wind-up, the original theme returns in a sort of haze, gradually 
disappearing over the horizon.  A short, quiet section ensues, with various instrumental colors hinting at the beginning of the third scene’s 
“motor” material. This movement, Darkness Dance, is music inspired by a scene in The Folding Cliffs, where Ko’olau, the protagonist, has 
a shootout in the darkness of the night with the villain and deputy sheriff of the island, Louis Stolz.  The movement is in a sort of rondo 
form, where each recurrence of the rondo theme is interrupted by a contrasting section.

                                                                                                                                                            Jon Magnussen
                                                                                                                                                            30 March 2003
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