
Program Notes for “Rêverie Reclaimed”

The French composer, Claude Debussy, published his Rêverie piano music 
(Lesure Nr. 68) in 1891.  The Rêverie is signature Debussy, impressionistic music that 
shed established classical forms in favor of creating specific moods and feelings.  Having 
first studied the Rêverie at age fourteen, I have found the piece’s color, harmonies, and 
chords deeply affecting.

For my production, “Rêverie Reclaimed,” I synthesized my narrative essay about 
my experiences as a pianist with my own recording of Debussy’s Rêverie.  Along with 
being the writer of this audio piece, I am also the pianist.  I recorded the Rêverie on my 
Yamaha upright in my living room.  
 

The Rêverie’s mood—meditative, questioning, ethereal—served as my muse in 
writing the essay.  My laptop on the bench beside me, I wrote at the piano, playing a few 
passages at a time, then recording ideas and scenes that the music inspired.  The music 
helped me to uncover what I wanted to say about my relationship with the piano, my 
father, and ultimately myself.

As I edited the work, the music and essay influenced each other.  In some cases, a 
certain color or pattern in the music shaped how I ordered elements of the narration.  In 
other cases, the narration transcended the music, and I looped a few of the Rêverie’s 
measures in order to permit enough time to speak the text.  Halfway through the 
production, the music stops for a meditation on my father.

My resulting script looked like a small screenplay, correspondences between 
words and musical measures carefully planned.  In the final production, the Rêverie piano 
music, rather than supplying soft background accompaniment, functions as a peer of the 
narrative voice.  The music and voice twine around each other to tell the story.
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Rêverie Reclaimed Script

Debussy’s Rêverie.  Notes swing.  Tones chime.  Music of hope and resignation.  Airy 
and yet agonizing.  

I was fourteen the first time I studied the Rêverie.  When I practiced, the piano keys felt 
smooth under my fingertips.  The music glittered in the air.

Listen, one tone beckons. . .a second answers.  In the accompanying bass, notes ripple:  
D-A-D, F-A-C-E, an arpeggio in D-minor transformed to F-major at the apex.  The 
harmony intoxicates and yet disturbs; arpeggios bound freely but also brood.

D-A-D: Dad.  F-A-C-E: face, my face.  
How could Dad have not seen the hunger in my face as I leaned over the piano?  He 
wrenched open the front door, the professor-father home from the university.  Sour and 
angry, he demanded that I get off the piano.  Even now, the creak of a door opened with 
too much haste strikes flint.  My body burns with repulsion.  
 
Listen, a new arpeggio swirls, B-flat major, unalloyed with any minor elements, a fresh 
sound that swells with optimism.  Chords lift. . . then surge until they burst, into a forte 
declaration: I will not desert the piano again.    

Get off the god dammed, fucking piano, my father yelled.  The summer after I turned 
sixteen, I closed the fall board, shelved the sheet music, and got off the piano for a long 
time.  For the next twenty-five years, I stared with longing at real musicians. 

Now in my mid-forties, having reached middle C of my life and reclaimed the piano, I 
study the Rêverie for the second time, along with Schumann piano works and Chopin 
nocturnes.  A few days without practice, and my discomfort quickly spreads to 
deprivation.  I fear I will sprain my wrist, contract arthritis in my fingers, or lose a hand 
in a car accident.  But whenever I sit at the piano, it is as though my mind flattens and 
broadens, unfolds into a wide plain.  I am free to roam with the music.

Stop.  The father of my childhood, still in my thoughts, insists on his turn.  In his view, he 
was the factory-town boy turned scholar, advisor adored by his graduate students, and  
reader at Sunday mass.  All true.  But at home Dad drank heavily and puffed cheap 
cigars.  He lied often.  His poker nights with university chums served as poor cover for 
affairs.  He succumbed to night rages, frightening us all.  A textbook narcissist.

My father divorced my mother after I left for college.  Now, Mom and I sometimes 
amuse ourselves by listing the amazing litany of Dad’s shortcomings.
“Don’t forget tone-deaf,” she says.
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“Mom, there’s no such thing as tone-deaf anymore,” I say.  Still, Dad sang loudly and off-
tune.  After I began lessons, I would revel in a passage but then stop.  It bewildered me 
that Dad, who had enjoyed belting Christmas carols, couldn’t stand my music.  

Listen, halfway through the Rêverie, chords pulse a new theme, someone knocking on the 
door, searching for answers to old questions.

A year into my adult lessons, I call my father.  We are in the regime of our new 
relationship: infrequent contact, polite exchanges.  Remarried, he claims he’s happier 
now.  

“I’m taking piano lessons,” I tell him.  I want to trip him into revealing something that 
might explain the past.
“Ah, I remember those recitals of yours well,” he says.  Although he’s speaking in his 
formal, professor’s voice, he sounds fond.  I’m flummoxed.  I don’t have the courage to 
point out how he acted after my recitals, zapping my performance with criticisms.

Two days later, I email him.  You didn’t allow me to practice when you were home.  Do 
you think you were jealous?
He replies: I don’t recall feeling that.  I apologize for any hurt those difficult years may 
have caused.
This vague apology is the most I can expect.

I began piano lessons at age twelve.  For four years, I studied the classical repertoire until 
Dad, a toxic, centrifugal force, sucked the piano away.  Only four years until quitting, but 
twenty-five years to regain what I had lost.
 
Listen. . . a reprise of the opening, shifted to the upper octaves.  Playing the melody is 
now split across two hands.  A technical challenge, with the risk of breaking the musical 
line.

Those twenty-five years I stumbled without the piano, I risked disconnecting from 
myself.  In college, when a dorm-mate played the old Steinway in our residence hall, 
desolation suffused me.  Why didn’t I enroll in piano lessons with the music department?  
Wanting Dad’s approval, I had squashed my desire to play.  Now it frightens me I did 
that.  

Over time, the wrong my father committed morphed into my lack of resolve.  I found my 
way back to the piano only because my husband bought a keyboard for our children.  At 
first I couldn’t think about the forfeited years without crying.  I still don’t like to consider 
that part of myself that abandoned the piano for so long.
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Now I practice whenever I wish.  My father, living across the country, no longer opens 
the door.  

Now Debussy will link the Rêverie’s two themes, notes from the questioning chords 
ratcheting to a simple arpeggio.  Here’s the ending: tender harmony, ethereal joy and 
wonder.
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