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J UST IN M ER R IT T 

ITHAKA 
for violin, clarinet, cello & piano 

 

justinmerrittmusic.com



Ithaka 
As you set out for Ithaka
hope the voyage is a long one,
full of  adventure, full of  discovery.
Laistrygonians and Cyclops,
angry Poseidon—don’t be afraid of  them:
you’ll never find things like that on your way
as long as you keep your thoughts raised high,
as long as a rare excitement
stirs your spirit and your body.
Laistrygonians and Cyclops,
wild Poseidon—you won’t encounter them
unless you bring them along inside your soul,
unless your soul sets them up in front of  you.
 
Hope the voyage is a long one.
May there be many a summer morning when,
with what pleasure, what joy,
you come into harbors seen for the first time;
may you stop at Phoenician trading stations
to buy fine things,
mother of  pearl and coral, amber and ebony,
sensual perfume of  every kind—
as many sensual perfumes as you can;
and may you visit many Egyptian cities
to gather stores of  knowledge from their scholars. 

Keep Ithaka always in your mind.
Arriving there is what you are destined for.
But do not hurry the journey at all.
Better if  it lasts for years,
so you are old by the time you reach the island,
wealthy with all you have gained on the way,



not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.
 
Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.
Without her you would not have set out.
She has nothing left to give you now.
 
And if  you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you.
Wise as you will have become, so full of  experience,
you will have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.  

-C. P. Cavafy translated by Edmund Keeley & Philip Sherrard 

C. P. Cavafy, "The City" from C.P. Cavafy: Collected Poems. Translated by Edmund Keeley and 
Philip Sherrard. Translation Copyright © 1975, 1992 by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard. 
Reproduced with permission of  Princeton University Press.

Notes on the Program
According to the Poetry Foundation, “C.P. Cavafy (1863-1933) is widely considered 
the most distinguished Greek poet of  the twentieth century,” yet for most of  his life 
he was an obscure clerk at the Ministry of  Public Works in Alexandria, Egypt, 
specializing in irrigation. Many of  his writings reveal his love for ancient history. In an 
essay, E.M. Forster admired Cavafy’s renderings of  ancient Greece and called the 
poet’s perspective “intensely subject: scenery, cities and legends all re-emerge in terms 
of  the mind.” 
 
Cavafy’s poem Ithaka, the inspiration for this music, is clearly born of  his fascination 
with ancient cultures. The central reference for the poem is of  course Homer’s 
Odyssey, which tells the story of  Odysseus’ ten-year journey home to Ithaca after the 
battle of  Troy. The poem’s narrator tells the traveler that what really matters is not the 



destination, but the journey, which must be experienced and enjoyed thoroughly, with 
the intellect and all the senses fully engaged: this is life’s true reward.
 
The musical work Ithaka, scored for a chamber ensemble, begins with a bittersweet, 
nostalgic introduction that gives way to the recitation of  the first stanza. This stanza is 
about the hero’s struggle and victory over creatures such as the “Laistrygonians and 
Cyclops, angry Poseidon” that stand between him and home. Here the violinist takes 
the role of  hero in a wild, high-speed cadenza. Cavafy reminds us that most of  life’s 
greatest problems are self-created, and most of  life’s battles are internal.
 
The second stanza begins to unspool the central message of  the poem: enjoy the 
journey; don’t expect the destination to make you happy. Soak in every drop of  
pleasure, experience every exotic location as a fresh adventure, and never stop 
learning. I set this stanza as an ancient, Mediterranean inspired dance. From a slow 
and sensual beginning, it builds gradually to an ecstatic frenzy.
 
I set the final stanza as a song of  remembrance for a life fully lived—by one who has 
seized every opportunity offered and met every challenge with an open heart and a 
courageous spirit. Recognizing the wealth of  experiences life has given us, and 
emerging unbowed from its struggles, we will reach our final destination knowing that 
we have lived each moment to the utmost.

-notes by the composer
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Hope the voyage is a long one.

May there be many a summer morning when,
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as many sensual perfumes as you can;

and may you visit many Egyptian cities
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q = 120 rit. Q

mp
mp mf

q = c. 72 rit. q = c. 144 Rit. poco a poco (q = c. 120)R
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(q = c. 104)

(q = c. 90)259 260 261 262
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(q = c. 104) (q = c. 90)

mf mf

(q = c. 60) q = c. 40

263 264 265 266

sfp mf

(q = c. 60) q = c. 40
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qq = c. 63, very free, only loosely aligned, come sopraS
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qq = c. 63, very free, only loosely aligned, come sopraS
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po o po o ppo o ppo o

pp

Senza misura
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Senza misura
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Keep Ithaka always in your mind.

Arriving there is what you are destined for.

But do not hurry the journey at all.

con sord., extremely slow, unaligned, moans and sighs
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Better if it lasts for years,

so you are old by the time you reach the island,

wealthy with all you have gained on the way,
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o p rubato

Adagio q = c. 60T
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p rubato

Adagio q = c. 60T

P ad lib.

mp p

a tempo (q = c. 60)
rit. 
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a tempo (q = c. 60)rit. 
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rit. Un poco più mosso (q = c. 66)
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f warm

poco accel. Tempo primo (q = c. 60) poco rit. 
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poco accel. Tempo primo (q = c. 60) poco rit. 
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a tempo (q = c. 60) Meno mosso (q = c. 54)
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p lyric
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a tempo (q = c. 60) Meno mosso (q = c. 54)
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Light q = c. 72V

accel. rit. 
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Tempo primo (q = c. 60)
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Tempo primo (q = c. 60)
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molto rit. meno mosso (q = c. 54)
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molto rit. meno mosso (q = c. 54)
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molto rit. 
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molto rit. 
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 q = c. 96X
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 q = c. 96X

P sempre una corda
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Ithaka gave you the marvelous journey.

Without her you would not have set out.

She has nothing le  to give you now.

∑ ∑

And if you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you.
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