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Poems by Matthea Harvey

1. Introduction to the World
2. Not So Much Miniature as Far Away
3. The Unconsciousness of Feelings
4. Machine for Jean Rhys
5. Color by Number
6. To Zanzibar by Motorcar
7. Snowglobe Hypothesis
8. Life-Size Is What We Are
9. Bird Transfer
10. Can We See
11. A Ruffle, a Rendezvous
12. Our Square off Lawn
13. Going Over the Deep End Into Confectionery

Voice and Piano

Matthea Harvey’s poem Everything Must Go, first published in The New Yorker many years ago,
impressed me so much I set it (badly!) in my first-ever song cycle (Late Sun) before immediately
setting out in search of more. Her book Sad Little Breathing Machine was a revelation, and lent
its title to an instrumental piece even before I set this selection from its pages.

In October 2006 I got sick, as I often do around that time of year, and instead of moping
I spent my convalescence setting a variety of Harvey’s poems. I chose thirteen favorites, all of
which share brief two-line stanzas, and arranged them in an order that begins energetically before
gradually subsiding into languor over the half-hour length of the work. Simultaneously, the songs
make their way through every chromatic scale degree, beginning in C, moving down to B, and so
on until they reach C-level.

I would like to thank Matthea for her enthusiasm for this project, and the cycle is
dedicated to her.
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OFF THE DEEP END
poems by Matthea Harvey from Sad Little Breathing Machine

1. Introduction to the World

For the time being
call me Home.

All the ingenues do.

Units are the engines
I understand best.

One betrayal, two.
Merrily, merrily, merrily.

Define hope. Machine.
Define machine. Nope.

Like thoughts,
the geniuses race through.

If you're lucky

after a number of
revolutions, you’ll

feel something catch.
2. Not So Much Miniature As Far Away

Little was left of the forest.
Large was ten miles ahead.

The song on the radio
was early 80s in a nutshell,

the sun in the rearview
mirror, a peach pit of light.

Make much of me why don’t you.
All sorts land at the airfield.

Be silvertfish, be blimp.
3. The Unconsciousness Of Feelings

Praying mantises patrolled the peepholes,
tilting their triangular heads. The lookout

rode the Ferris wheel—ground/tree/bird/
sky/bird/tree/ground—& in the confusion

caused by a sudden profusion of posies,
the train tracks slid through.

Lo, the electrical boxes stopped
clicking as we walked past. The richest man

in the world traded his yell for a smile.
Someone in a red shirt began to run

behind the trees each night in a poor
imitation

of sunset. She was thrilled & unwell.

I suppose I can say it—she was me.
I missed the mother bird who dropped

her babies on my glass ceiling, missed
their tiny pterodactyl shadows on my floor.

They were so beautiful projected there.
4. Machine for Jean Rhys

It’s all lit up with handfuls
& eyefuls & it doesn’t want you

because that’s what you want.
Flicker, the land shrugs off

its scape, flicker, the trees fall
away. If la lumiere is stoppered

in bottles what is the light
over there? What in the world

do you want in the world?
If the cafe had stayed,

the waiter would know.
If those eyes were

your own, you might also.



5. Color By Number

At eight the gate clicks open.

The shrubs indent themselves just so.

Behind us pebbles rise up
through the paths. Bird machines

trouble the foliage. A valve
hisses & the violets bloom.

Then according to plan, we hijack
a pram & trap a portable puddle.

It is anxious & looks like us.
We almost take it home.

Instead, we hide in the hedge
& wait to throw it. We’ve a mind

to change the weather.
6. To Zanzibar By Motorcar

In Regensberg, the cloud
left the mountain. In vain

I crumpled my crinolines,
scuffed the sand outside the temple.

My eyes took in only eye-shaped
things—mouseface flickering

in the mousehole, pansies
twitching with palsy. Where

the squint & the kiss are common,
there are no rebels lurking

between the 15" & 16™ parallel.
Children are symmetrical

& zebras fingerprint the plains.
Ask me if 'm pretending

& I will freeze to delineate
my non-nod from my nod.

7. Snowglobe Hypothesis

By way of the elevator the smell
traveled from floor to floor—

Argument For, as in the new blender
snug in its casement of foam,

or the stewardess on her roof garden,
breeding those mini-suns,

chrysanthemums, for the light-starved
below. These & other thoughts rattled

around the astronaut’s helmeted head.
His breath fogged the moonscape.

Aladdin, poor lad, wanted out,
not in. We closed our eyes & still

we could see him, which meant
Argument Against, which meant

if oilspill, if imperfect pancake, then
tupperware, terrarium, gumball machine.

8. Life-Size Is What We Are (A New History
of Photography)

Selflessly the self gave it all away.
Pin all yr hopes, lay all yr love, etc.

Which means the fish that live
in a plastic bag think the edges

of the world pucker. It’s one thing to
make an image. It’s two things to find one.

Why weren’t we mindful of the lady
behind the makeup counter, calling,

“Come here honey, let me give you
some eyes?” The laws were sunsetting.

One puff of smoke rose in the minefield.
People dragged their shadows along.

I'm here to tell you that you're not.
Surprise, darling, surprise.



9. Bird Transfer

Unfasten the crows & the clouds
come crashing down. It’s a window

into the lightning-struck ago:
diamond sunspots on the videotape,

coins hitting the fountain floor.
Invent the sun & edition the trees.

Center your swan on the pond.
10. Can We See

What I thought was
the wind was a bicycle & lo

my head was halved again.
Red buds measled the ground.

Jealous Narcissus bit the river.
The sky was a memoir of blue.

In between the blades of grass hosanna
there was much greener grass.

11. A Ruffle, A Rendezvous

Goggles against the windowpane.
Playing chess in gingham.

Split-second snow chandelier.
Underwater constellation of scallops.

A skate frills along the ocean floor—
I don’t think it’s what 'm looking for.

Equestrian galloping through the rain,
glorious movie-set moon, it isn’t

chance if you're waiting for it.
12. Our Square Of Lawn

From the parrot’s perch
the view is always Hello.

We try not to greet one
another. When the boys come

after school I shout
<« »
You are not cameras

at them & they run away.
Fact will muzzle anything.

I look at myself in
a spoon & I am just

a head. Never learned
how to make ringlets—

was always too literal.
The trees are covered

with tiny dead bouquets.
The ducks have been eating

grass with chemicals on it,
ignoring the signs. At night

from our glass-fronted box
we watch them glow.

It is the closest we come
to dreaming.

13. Going Off The Deep End Into
Confectionery

We're the anemones guarding
the gates of infinity,

the boats squidding in the bay.
In the flooded fish market,

dead fish, live fish—who took you
to the Tuileries for a rose-

scented swim? Turn the world
& the page is pink.

Frond-fond & pond-proud,
we sugar the obstacle dark.
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