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After completing Still Morning I wanted to further explore the implications of the approach first
discovered in that piece, where short poems are set to vocal melodies over a unison line of
repeated musical “cells” to form a compacted song cycle.

Paul Celan has long been my favorite poet, and a setting of his work seemed overdue,
especially with the appearance of excellent translations of his late work (my favorite) by Pierre
Joris, so when I discovered the twenty-one poems of Breathturn had originally been published as a
separate cycle called Breathcrystal, 1 didn’t need to look elsewhere. The melancholy and
fragmentation of his work seemed to call for a darker sound, so I decided to use the classic
Mozartian combination of clarinet, viola and piano, which was also taken up by Schumann in the
wonderful Marchenerzahlungen op. 132, a personal favorite.

As in Still Morning 1 tried to unify the piece by favoring certain intervals (darker and
more dissonant this time) and certain rhythmic shapes (more asymmetrical this time), although
this time I attempted to somewhat disguise the unison properties of the accompaniment. As I
worked I found certain ideas recurring, so that something vaguely resembling rondo form began
to emerge; while there is no strict structure being followed, nevertheless I tried to give the piece a
sense of symmetry by suggesting earlier ideas in later songs and reprising key musical ideas in the
long poem, Eroded, that brings the work to a final frozen stillness.

Halfway through composition Kurt Vonnegut passed away, and as he had long been one

of my favorite authors Breathcrystal is dedicated to his memory.

©2007 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP)



BREATHCRYSTAL
poems by Paul Celan
translated by Pierre Joris

YOU MAY confidently
regale me with snow:
as often as I strode through summer

shoulder to shoulder with the mulberry tree,

its youngest leaf
shrieked.

BY THE UNDREAMT etched,

the sleeplessly wandered-through breadland

casts up the life mountain.

From its crumb

you knead anew our names,
which I, an eye

similar

to yours on each finger,
probe for

a place, through which I

can wake myself toward you,
the bright

hungercandle in mouth.

INTO THE FURROW S

of heavenacid in the doorcrack
you press the word

from which Irolled,

when I with trembling fists
the roof over us

dismantled, slate for slate,
syllable for syllable, for the copper-
glimmer of the begging-

cup’s sake up

there.

IN THE RIVERS north of the future
I cast the net, which you

hesitantly weight

with shadows stones

wrote.

BEFORE YOUR LATE FACE,
aloner

wandering between

nights that change me too,
something came to stand,

which was with us once already, un-
touched by thoughts.

DOWN MELANCHOLY’S RAPIDS
past the blank

woundmirror:

there the forty

stripped lifetrees are rafted.

Single counter-
swimmer, you

count them, touch them
all.

THE NUMBERS, in league
with the images” doom

and counter-

doom.

The clapped-on

skull, at whose

sleepless temple a will-
of-the-wisping hammer
celebrates all that in
worldbeat.

PATHS IN THE SHADOW-BREAK
of your hand.

From the four-finger-furrow
Iroot up the
petrified blessing.

WHITEGRAY of
shafted, steep
feeling.

Landinwards, hither
drifted sea-oats blow
sand patterns over

the smoke of wellchants.

An ear, severed, listens.

Aneye, cutin strips,
does justice to all this.



WITH MASTS SUNG EARTHWARDS

the sky-wrecks drive.
Onto this woodsong
you hold fast with your teeth.

You are the songfast
pennant.

TEMPLECLAMPS,

eyed by your jugalbone.

Its silverglare there

where they gripped:

you and the rest of your sleep—
soon

will be your birthday.

NEXT TO THE HAILSTONE, in
the mildewed corn-

cob, home,

to the late, the hard

November stars obedient:

in the heartthread, the
knit of worm-talk—:

abowstring, from which
your arrowscript whirrs,
archer.

TO STAND, in the shadow
of the stigma in the air.

Standing-for-no-one-and-nothing.
Unrecognized,

for you

alone.

With all that has room in it,
even without
language.

YOUR DREAM, butting from the watch.

With the wordspoor carved
twelve times

helically into its

horn.

The last butt it delivers.

In the ver-

tical narrow
daygorge, the upward
poling ferry:

It carries
sore readings over.

WITH THE PERSECUTED in late, un-

silenced,
radiating
league.

The morning-plumb, gilded,
hafts itself to your co-
swearing, co-

scratching, co-

writing

heel.

THREADSUNS

above the grayblack wastes.

A tree-

high thought

grasps the light-tone: there are

still songs to sing beyond [songs to be sung]

mankind.

IN THE SERPENTCOACH, past
the white cypress,

through the flood

they drove you.

Butinyou, from

birth,

foamed the other spring,
up the black

ray memory

you climbed to the day.

SLICKENSIDES, fold-axes,
rechanneling-

points:

your terrain.

On both poles

of the cleftrose, legible:
your outlawed word.
Northtrue. Southbright.



WORDACCRETION, volcanic,
drowned out by searoar.

Above,

the flooding mob

of the contra-creatures: it

flew a flay—portrait and replica
cruise vainly timeward.

Till you hurl forth the word-
moon, out of which

the wonder ebb occurs

and the heart-

shaped crater

testifies naked for the beginnings,
the kings-

births.

(IKNOW YOU, you are the deeply bowed,

L, the transpierced, am subject to you.

Where flames a word, would testify for us both?
You—all, all real. I—all delusion.)

ERODED by

the beamwind of your speech
the gaudy chatter of the pseudo-
experienced—my hundred-
tongued perjury-

poem, the noem.

Hollow-

whirled,

free

the path through the men-
shaped snow,

the penitent’s snow, to

the hospitable
glacier-parlors and -tables.

Deep

in the timecrevasse,
inthe
honeycomb-ice,
waits a breathcrystal,
your unalterable
testimony.
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