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Settings poems by Paul Celan

translated by Pierre Joris

Baritone

Flute / Alto Flute in G
English Horn
Clarinet in Bb

Bassoon

Horn (mute required)
Trumpet in Bb (straight and cup mutes required)

Tenor Trombone (straight mute required)

Percussion (1 player): Vibraphone, Marimba, Glockenspiel, Snare Drum, Bass Drum,
Tam-Tam, Hand-Claps
Harp (also Hand-Claps)

2 Violins
Viola
Cello

Bass

Score in C.

Songswarm was originally composed for baritone and guitar in 2008. However, having at that
time no real idea how to write for guitar, the piece I came up with never quite worked. I couldn’t
ever seem to voice chords the way I wanted to, and the textures often seemed too skeletal or
uninteresting. I considered reworking the piece for two guitars, or harp, but hit a dead and set it
aside for a year.

In late 2009 I gave it another go, adding a harp to include some of the same strummed
textures as in the original, then a few wind instruments to emphasize the newly linear character of
the music, and next thing you know I had an entire chamber orchestra and dropped the guitar
entirely!

Songswarm now resembles its prototype in the way a sketch resembles a finished painting:
the ideas were there, but needing filling in. The poems are by my favorite poet, Paul Celan, as
translated by Pierre Joris, taken from Lightduress, the final book completed in Celan’s lifetime. My
title is a word found in one of the poems, and what could better describe my work, not only this

piece but virtually all my vocal music?

©2008 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP)
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poems by Paul Celan from Lightduress, translated by Pierre Joris

We already lay

deep in the underbrush, when you
finally crept along.

But we could not

darken over toward you:

there reigned

lightduress.

*

Contact mines on your left
moons, Saturn.

Shardsealed
the orbits out there.

Now must be the moment
for ajust
birth.

Reflection-laden, by the
heavensbeetles,
in the mountain.

The death

you owed me, I
deliver

it.

What threw
us together,
scare-scatters,

aworldstone, sun-distant,
hums.

Once, death was much in demand,
you hid in me.

*

Hatchetswarms
above us,

conversations
with socket-axes in the lowland—

islandpasture, you,
with hope

fogging you

in.

Precognition bleeds
twice behind the curtain,

Cognizance
pearls

*

Where I forgot myself in you,
you became thought,

something

rushes through us both:
the first of the

world’s last

wings,

the hide
overgrows

my storm-riddled
mouth,

you
come not
to

you.

*

Sink away from
the crook of my arm,

take the One
pulse beat along,

hide yourselfinit,
outside.

How you die out in me:

even in the last
threadbare
breath-knot

you stick with one
splinter

life

Discus, bestarred
with face fronts,

throw yourself

out of yourself.

*

Knock the
lightwedges off:

dusk has
the swimming word.

*

Magnetic blue in mouth,
you gasp-pain pole after pole,

summered snow
throws itself on top,

soon the staggering starling hangs
in the double songswarm.



To fly under
the flood, past
raised black
sacrifice stones,

unendingly earthed melancholy
inthe
undercarriage shafts,

drunken flightwriters on
the yearning-slope,

future found objects, silvery,
in
the cockpit’s skullery,

sight tunnels, blown
into the speechfog,

self-sparkflowers
onall cables,

in the great, unextended
rimring your

hubbed shadow,

Saturn.

Unwieldy tomorrow,
I bite myself into you, I silence myself at you,

we resound,
alone,

the impastoid
eternity-chimes drip away
squawked through

by today’s

yesterday,

we drive,

with largesse
the last soundbowl
takes us in:

the accelerated heartstep
outside,

in space,

near her, the earth-

axis.

Do not work ahead,
do not send out,
stand

inward:

transgrounded by the void,
free of all

prayer,

fine-fugued, according to
the pre-script,

unpassable,

I'take youin,
instead of
stillness.
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trans. Pierre Joris
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