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Commissioned to honor the 1000th anniversary of the 
founding of the city of Hanoi in 2010 (which was also 
the 15th anniversary of the normalization of relations 
between the United States and Vietnam), Within 
Earth, Wood Grows holds at its core these lines of 
poetry by Thich Nhat Hanh (b. 1926), the Vietnamese 
writer, teacher, poet, monk and peace activist:  
 
My joy is like Spring, so warm it makes flowers bloom 
in all walks of life.  
My pain is like a river of tears, so full it fills the four 
oceans. 
Please call me by my true names, so I can hear all my 
cries and laughs at once, so I can see that my joy and 
pain are one.  
Please call me by my true names, so I can wake up, 
and so the door of my heart can be left open, the door 
of compassion. 
 
Within Earth, Wood Grows begins with the sound of 
the dan bau, an essential monochord instrument in 
Vietnamese folk music. Its simple yet rich tone 
resonates a deep complexity, an emergence from the 
earth. The name bau means gourd in Vietnamese and 
the syllable dan refers to a classifying word for string 
instruments. The earliest notated dan bau music dates 
to the 18th century but other estimates place its 
presence in the eleventh century. Without the dan bau 
this work would not have its heart. 
 
The title and other compositional elements come from 
trigram number forty-six of the I-Ching and the 
images inherent within it: “The center of the earth 
gives birth to wood. Pushing upward.” In the I-Ching 
author’s words, wood is not merely inside or below 
earth; it is at its center. The meaning in this hexagram 
and the image of pushing upward is to turn an earth-
like attention to this deep-growing nature, growing 
huge things from a single seed, or an accumulation of 
small things. It is in this image I see the young but 
growing friendship between two countries that had at 
once been at war; it could be any two nations, 
governments or religions, but in this piece, it is the 
United States and Vietnam. 
 
A tertiary element guiding this work includes the 
pairing of instruments; the pairing of instruments often 
represents the United States and Vietnam—heard as 
two close friends. Some of these pairings include: dan 

bau and viola, two Bb clarinets; clarinet and bass 
clarinet; percussion and strings; string quintet divided 
into two distinct halves; woodwinds and strings, dan 
bau and full ensemble; and various parings that grow, 
evolve, merge into other parings and instrumentation 
representing relationships.  
 
As I wrote this piece, I was also inspired by these lines 
from twenty-eight-year-old Etty Hillesum's journal 
entry from August 1943 at Kamp Westerbork in the 
Netherlands, where she was a volunteer just months 
before she was killed at Auschwitz. Hillesum was the 
subject of my third string quartet and continues to 
impact my musical language: 
 
Many feel that their love of mankind languishes [here] 
because it receives no nourishment—meaning that 
people here don’t give you much occasion to love 
them. The mass is a hideous monster; individuals are 
pitiful,' someone said. But I keep discovering that 
there is no causal connection between people’s 
behavior and the love you feel for them. Love for one’s 
fellow man is like an elemental glow that sustains you. 
The fellow man himself has hardly anything to do with 
it. It has been brought home forcibly to me here how 
every atom of hatred added to the world makes it an 
even more inhospitable place.  
 
Etty Hillesum, Kamp Westerbork, the Netherlands, 
December 1943 
 
I did not live during the Vietnam War but the 
emotions I have always held in connection with that 
conflict are harsh, sorrowful, ugly. I hold images of  
(now generations of) children afflicted by Agent 
Orange; American and Vietnamese veterans with 
indescribable memories. These impressions lead to 
musical work that is brighter than my “memories,” 
always rising upwards with boldness, holding that 
darkness and deep pain resonating and echoing within 
the peacefulness of sound and melodic line, living in-
between the tensions of these opposites. 
 
Within Earth, Wood Grows meditates on a blend of 
compassion, joy, terror, pain—and also nature. For 
example, one passage was inspired by the imagery of a 
wind gust that starts gently as just a few leaves 
blowing on the top of one tree and moves, growing in 
flurry, throughout a whole patch of forest, while the 
opening passage begin with the idea of wood growing 
deep within the earth, gradually expanding into the 
sunlight—a theme that reoccurs later. Throughout the 
piece, melodic lines, harmonies and textures move 
upwards from a lower, resonant place. However, 
WEWG is static in its state of slow unfolding. 
Tolerance and the peace that comes from this it is a 
slow process and WEWG possesses this same natural 
pace of gradual unfolding; a listener needs this kind of 
space and time to relax and contemplate something 
that can grow into something more vastly hopeful and 
positive than before.                       -Alexandra du Bois 
 


