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Rivers of Sand

Hurricane Ida piled 4 feet of sand on the coastal community of Grand Isle, LA. 

This was some of the worst storm damage of all time, and the namesake of this piece.
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position on both strings
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as before
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Interpretive Notes:
33

This work was generously commissioned for the Stony Brook Contemporary Chamber Players in late Summer 2021. This commission 
came shortly after I had left Baltimore to return to my home town of New Orleans. 

I initially began this work as a sort of prototyping of a larger multimedia cycle titled “Into the Gulf”. However, with the impact and fallout 
of Hurricane Ida, I had to reexamine the format of the work to portray the sonic experience of Ida- an inescapable presence throughout my 

time working on this piece.

I. Sand Lake Delta Swing

This movement depicts the gentle erosion of coastal barrier islands in South East This movement depicts the gentle erosion of coastal barrier islands in South East 
Louisiana, particularly Burns Point. Burns Point is one of the Southernmost 
edges of Louisiana. As one approaches the Point, thick marsh and forest gives 
way to an immense expanse of Gulf. This teetering shelf of land visibly reduces 
with each passing day. Decayed cypress trees speckle coast where land once was. 
In this movement, I try to abstract and dilate the erosion of the land, imagining a 
gently dancing barrier island: “Sand Lake”, drifting into oblivion. 

i. Interlude or Setback: the Sky’s a Flute

The storm arrives and sweeps up everything in it’s way. The sound inside a
hurricane is unfohurricane is unforgettable. Due to the extremely high wind speeds, the air 
begins to resonate against itself. The different strata/air currents clash and form 
many different pitches throughout the entirety of the storm. In Hurricane Ida, a 
very loud F5 was present for nearly a day and a half. Many different “passing 
tones” would come and go from the sky with incredible certainty and rightness. 
My husband and I made an ear training exercise of transcribing the harmonies 
throughout the storm. This pitch content became the basses of this movement.

ii. “a clench of sunlight…”

Taking it’s name from Nicole Cooley’s poem “Recto, Verso”, this movement depicts the 
eerily serene sky’s of twilight in the days following Ida. For 3 days following the storm, 
each evening had an intensely vibrant sunset. This seemed a twisted backdrop for such an 
experience. 

“
AA seam in the dirt divides past from present: rope I once set down
in the sand of the levee, or the girls asleep with me between them,
as if the three of us will ever again be a single body. In bed, the girls now only 
want stories that forecast their presence. I should tell how I brought them, 
after the storm, to the other city, how we stood between
the levee and my parents’ house, on River Road, how we walked along
the floodwall, tangled branches, dirt dried and yellow-rusted while the river
was still silvering, a clench of sunlight. I wouldnwas still silvering, a clench of sunlight. I wouldn’t let them touch
the trees, the rocks, the sticks. I carried them in my arms. 

Make this scene a book open on a table—The dirt, The water. A page we 
turned. A page ripped out. The present. The past: mud bank, river’s splintered 
light, the crystal birch, a boy who tried to ground himself in my body.
The time before the time before I lost the borders of myself.
Spanish moss knotted over tree limbs, and I stood up, I walked away – 

In bed, noIn bed, now, here are two pages joined together. I hold my girls and try to 
remember. Girls who won’t remember this, how I am pressed between them 

like a leaf on tracing paper. 

II. Tons of It Piled Up- like dunes, ash corpses

Things begin to loose a sense of time after a while. Reality takes over in a wash.
The initial aftermath for many is the beginning of grief. Some losses final and 
permanent, while others are still agonizingly unfolding in slow motion, pulling 
you always into the past.
“
                                                   …                                                   … A body
floats and sinks and no one claims it as rain
breaks open another house, buckles clean
wood, tears a door apart. Why am I always drawn
back to the other place, where a girl
stands at the levee’s edge alone, where a river 

flushes with light and promise, where that river
hasnhasn’t yet spilled over, flooding the body
of the city? I’d like to step outside myself, tell the girl
about the city’s future, but endless, stumbling rain
would drown me out, eye of the storm drawing
always closer. Floodwater rinses nothing clean. 

Nothing could keep any girl safe at the levee’s edge.
Nothing I write could make a clean river of light.
Nothing will stop another storm erasing the citNothing will stop another storm erasing the city.
        “
From “Breach” by Nicole Cooley, 
“Self-Portrait: Concrete, Chalk, Floodwaters”



34
iii. & begin again

What else could be said “dust off ”, “get up or shut up” ?

Anything but “leave” ?

images of Ida by Luca Hoffmann
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