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A Reading of the First Four Poems

Herbert Scott, reader
A LOVE IMAGINED

I. November

II. In a Field of Sunlight

III. Night Walking

IV. Snowstorm on Mozart’s Birthday

INTERMISSION

The Final Six Poems

Herbert Scott, reader
A LOVE IMAGINED
V. Mother at the Mirror, 1939 - Invocation

VI. The Song the Burnt Child Sings – Rain After Midnight

VII. Poem (for Shirley)

VIII. Evening, Milking

Song 1

NOVEMBER

It is raining today, the slick

whale backs of sidewalks

surfacing along the block.

Look how the earth throws them

up, buckled, breaking.  The fallen

leaves, raked into humps, flatten,

press down like hands.

If I were to reach my hand

into the rich, wet leaves

and lift them to my face, I would smell

the season’s blood, animal, insect,

the evidence of earthly living.

Each thing has left its mark, its scent,

all the ravelled fragments of birth

and death fallen into place.

North of here, November glistens, a new

snow sticking to everything: branches

of trees, cats curled on porches, the

steaming backs of horses.  Distance turning

rain to snow or snow to rain.  Each

is pain and beauty, wet pavement glowing

in the pale November noon, or snow its own

illumination, each winding across time

and distance a dark path.

Song 2

In a Field of Sunlight

We will walk into the field

of goldenrod splintered

by the sun’s foolishness.

We have been there before,

after a rain,

when the water streamed

like the grain of wood

around obliterations

of limb, and knots

of mourners recalling

other losses, other rains.

The mind as it chills

returns to sunlight

and the child’s leaping stitch

across the field,

bobbing above weeds

and remorse, until we go

to meet her

where she progresses,

where she rises

into the arm’s reach,

her gnatty hair gleaming.

Song 3

Night Walking

The nose

of an oboe

a wedge of light

through an open door

darkness

pried apart

a kind

of breathing

voices

of houses

the street

a patient silence

and that long, thin

reed of music

something you

nod to, passing

fingers pigeoned

in front pockets

as though it were

your song.

Song 4

SNOWSTORM ON MOZART’S BIRTHDAY

The teachers of winter

let down their long hair.

We lie back on our beds

and disappear

in the pale, quiet muslin.

Twenty-seven inches of snow,

and Mozart on the radio.

The neighbors are pushing

through five-foot swells of snow.

Where will they go?

The city is adrift,

but Mozart on the radio.

Mozart, we are thankful.

The air glistens with music

and we lie back again and again.

The sky flings down its lovely notes.

Mozart on the radio.

Song 5

Mother at the Mirror, 1939

She says

her lean evening

prayers

for the flesh

fingers dipped

in Pond’s

cold cream

blessing

her face

before the bird’s-eye

maple dresser

children tucked

asleep

beneath the rim

of wind-whipped

sheets.

INVOCATION

Skin, and bone, and weed

flower in the flesh.

Do not go to sleep.

Love is a dust we keep,

silt of the body’s dreaming.

Do not go to sleep.

If I were the speech of leaves

I’d let my body sing.

Do not go to sleep.

Words like willow branches

bend to the earth’s reach.

Do not go to sleep.

Song 6

The Song the Burnt Child Sings

I have no lips, no nose,

my mouth is a howl,

my tongue a choir.

No one can clap my ears.

I can bite.

Must I thank God for my eyes?

they will not close.

The world spills ceaselessly into them.

If I could have hair or ears,

or nose, or eyes that close,

which would I choose?

None of those.

Lord, give me lips to kiss this life.

Rain After Midnight 

The new widow is walking

barefoot on wooden floors

through the early morning hours.




Song 7

POEM

Isn’t it here 

in the unnamed

giving of light,

bodies of earth and water

lifted and taken

into the orbit of flesh;

isn’t it the waking

of blood and bone

to another earthly presence

moving across the space

of a lighted window

as though it were

the universe;

isn’t it the breaking

that sets free

the commingling of sane

and insane fragments

moments when the light 

burns through

to the meek

suspension of air?

Song 8

EVENING, MILKING

Each day redeemed by evening

The stammering sunset.

The moon in its rut of sky.

The mind is white wicker.

Cows, heavy with the business of milk,

nod home from the east pasture.

There is a moan that milk makes.

The clatter of hooves, the lovely cow eyes.

Thrown oats.  The rasp of rough tongues.

My grandmother’s small hands.

It is true the earth cries out at dusk.

Its various voices.

Eric McCluskey is a graduate of Southern Illinois University and has sung throughout the United States with various opera companies including New York City Opera's National Company, San Francisco Opera's Western Opera Theater, Sarasota Opera, Connecticut & Connecticut Grand Opera, Opera Omaha, Kentucky Opera and Opera Theater of Saint Louis.  Eric has also sung with the Saint Louis Symphony, Nashville Symphony, Chautauqua Symphony, Illinois Symphony and Opera Orchestra of New York.  Mr. McCluskey is perhaps most remembered locally for his musical theater performances of Daddy Warbucks in ANNIE, Tevye in FIDDDLER ON THE ROOF,  Jud Fry in OKLAHOMA and Tony in the Most Happy Fella. This past Fall Eric returned to school to begin preparations for a Doctoral Degree in Music that he will be pursuing next Fall at Indiana University at Bloomington.  One final comment, Mr. McCluskey wishes to thank the Composer Dr. Frank Stemper for entrusting him with the first performance of the song cycle "A LOVE IMAGINED." 


Pianist Heidi Louise Williams is the newest member of the piano faculty at the Southern Illinois University School of Music in Carbondale.  Dr. Williams has appeared in solo and chamber music performances across the United States and in France, and has won numerous awards including the 2000 St. Louis Artist Presentation Society Auditions, the La Gesse Foundation Piano Fellowship, the Baltimore Music Club Competition, the W. Frederick Schaad Award at the Carmel National Chamber Music Competition, the Chicago Musical Arts Competition, and the Peabody Sidney M. Friedberg Prize in Chamber Music.  Her engagements have included a recent debut with the Chicago Chamber Orchestra, a performance in Weill Recital Hall at Carnegie Hall, a debut as soloist with the Oregon Symphony, and a recital of Polish music given in honor of Maryland Senator Barbara Mikulski sponsored by the Walters Art Gallery and the Peabody Conservatory of Music.  Dr. Williams completed her Bachelor of Music, Master of Music, and Doctor of Musical Arts degrees at the Peabody Conservatory of Music in Baltimore, Maryland, where she studied with Ann Schein.
Herbert Scott's books of poetry are  DISGUISES and GROCERIES, from the University of Pittsburgh Press; DURATIONS, from LSU Press; and SLEEPING WOMAN, released this Spring, from Carnegie Mellon University Press.  Scott has received fellowships from The National Endowment for the Arts, and from the Michigan Council for the Arts and Cultural Affairs.  He is founding editor of the literary press, New Issues Poetry & Prose, and he teaches in the Writing Program at Western Michigan University where he is The Gwen Frostic Professor of Creative Writing.

The Music of Frank Stemper has been supported by the National Endowment for the Arts, the George Ladd Prix de Paris, three Artist Fellowships from the Illinois Arts Council, three Meet the Composer stipends, the American Music Center, sixteen A.S.C.A.P. awards, the New York Council on the Arts and the Rockefeller Foundation.  Very recently, his music was heard in Haddersfield, England, the Festival Spaziomusica in Italy, concerts in Munich and Paris, and the John F. Kennedy Center in Washington D.C.  In 2004, he served as Guest Composer at both the XV FESTIVAL DE MARZO 2004 in Chihuahua, Mexico and the Zilele Musicii Contemporane 2004 in Romania, where performed his own piano concerto with the Bacau Philharmonic.

He is currently Professor of Music at Southern Illinois University, where he directs the Center for Experimental Music.

NOTE:

This concert isn’t exactly a collaboration but a series of reactions – emotional reactions.  The poet reacts to his life and writes powerfully about it, but, in doing so, he is also reacting to what any life is and, therefore, is writing about our lives.

The composer reacts to the words of the poet and to the sound of the words.  He expresses the reaction in the only way he can – with music: harmonies, rhythms, textures, the sound of the piano and back to the sound of the words through the voice of the singer.

The performers then also react to the poet’s words, which are now songs.  They react to the music, to its challenging difficulty, to the hours of preparation, to the music’s beauty and to its coarse dissonance.  They also react to each other, working ultimately as one, balancing sound and time, and these reactions are both prepared and spontaneous.

The ultimate goal of this chain is the reaction of the audience.  We react to words, to music, to the performers, to each other and to ourselves.  We are taught in the most profound way about our lives.  We are helped through this maze of a journey, reassured and comforted.  We learn that we are not alone, but are accompanied by, in Herbert Scott’s words, “...another earthly presence moving across the space of a lighted window as though it were the universe.”

Usually, when the concepts of artistic expression and communication are discussed, they have a bewildering meaning and pretentious ring.  This afternoon, however, I believe we as a group come very close to realizing this ideal.
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