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PROGRAM NOTES 

 
“The ninth wave” was originally a sailor’s term used to describe a 

single wave larger than all the others. They’re the stuff of legend—
colossal, unpredictable, and indomitable, waves so big they look like 
massive walls of water behind deep holes in the sea. Few who have seen 
them have ever survived, and while a recent satellite study confirmed 
their existence, their cause remains utterly mysterious. 

!!Russian painter Ivan Aivazovsky was impressed enough by 
sailors’ tales that he titled his 1850 masterpiece “The Ninth Wave.” It 
depicts a tiny group of people clinging to the mast of their wrecked 
ship, still stranded in the middle of a merciless sea. Completely 
indifferent to their struggle, a beautiful sunrise dominates the work, 
shining through the chaos and casting the brutal waves in a strangely 
positive light. The subject matter here is tragic—the sailors may very 
well face death—and yet the sunrise spells hope, the promise of another 
day to come. As viewers, we’re forced to confront this duality, somehow 
trying to reconcile the sailors’ plight with the overwhelming beauty of 
the seascape around them.!! 

Aivazovsky’s work has been called “an ode to human daring in 
the face of the elements,” and that’s how I like to think of my piece, too. 
I used the painting as a loose source of narrative inspiration for this 
music—see if you can hear the storm gather at sea, the sailors nearly 
beating the elements, and the panic of their eventual shipwreck. As 
they’re left adrift, battered and totally alone, the piece sways with slow, 
ambiguous harmonies, leaving us to wonder what ultimately becomes of 
these men. Do they emerge alive, or does the sunrise offer nothing more 
than bitterly false hope? As you listen, I hope you’ll try to answer that 
question for yourself, thinking all the while about the awesome power 
of nature in all its violence and beauty. 

—Nick DiBerardino 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Ninth Wave was written for the Princeton University Wind Ensemble and 
premiered in Richardson Auditorium at Alexander Hall on May 6, 2010. 
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* - These noteheads are an instruction to produce air tones. The players should softly finger these pitches while blowing air through their instruments (without generating subtones).
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