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Viola (Very, Interlude, Black, Epilogue)
Cello (Very, Interlude, Black, Epilogue)
Bass (Very, Interlude, Black, Epilogue)

Instructions

Transposed Score

The trombone does not require an F-attachment. The bass requires alow C.

All grace notes to be played before the beat.

Glissandos begin immediately in the instruments. Vocal glissandi performed quasi portamento.
For balance purposes, amplification is recommended for all instruments; voice, harp, and strings

in particular.

Further Instructions

Very Sonnets and Black Sonnets may be performed separately. If both appear on the same concert

the cycle should be performed in its entirety. Other works should notbe included interstitially.
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VERY BLACK SONNETS

Very Black Sonnets is a composition comprising two independent works—Very Sonnets
and Black Sonnets—and three instrumental pieces. Very Sonnets and Black Sonnets may
be performed separately, but when played together should include the instrumental

movements introducing, dividing, and concluding the complete work.

Very Sonnets and Black Sonnets share identical formal structures, but completely different
musical material is utilized in each case. The instrumental pieces use material from both

sonnet cycles in carefully circumscribed ways, as well as some of the vocal lines.

Both cycles use similar ensembles dominated by lower-pitched instruments to emphasize
the melancholy nature of the texts, with the woodwinds of Very Sonnets being replaced by
brass in Black Sonnets. The Overture features the winds alone, the Interlude the strings,
and finally in the Epilogue we hear all the instruments together for the first and only

time. However, the entire ensemble never performs with the solo mezzo-soprano.

Each part of Very Black Sonnets lasts about fifteen minutes; a complete performance will

last approximately forty-five minutes.

VERY SONNETS

The excellent mid-nineteenth century poet Jones Very was associated with the
Transcendentalist poets he counted among his friends, at least until he announced he was
the second coming of Christ and found himself institutionalized. Many of his poems
came to him in ecstatic visions, though they were strictly Shakespearian in form; no doubt
God was as impressed with the man from Stratford as the rest of us. The four sonnets I
have chosen to set are however fairly dark rather than ecstatic, and receive a

correspondingly tenebrous setting.

BLACK SONNETS

Malachi Black is young poet whose “work appears widely” according to a brief biography.
Other than that I know nothing of him besides one blurry photo on a website, but perhaps
that’s as it should be; these extraordinary poems need no context. They first appeared in
the September and November 2009 editions of Poetry magazine, when he received a
prestigious Ruth Lily Poetry Fellowship, and his first book Storm Toward Morning is

forthcoming.



VERY SONNETS
by Jones Very

1. The Morning Watch

“Tis near the morning watch, the dim lamp burns

But scarcely shows how dark the slumbering street;
No sound of life the silent mart returns;

No friends from house to house their neighbors greet;
It is the sleep of death; a deeper sleep

Than e’er before on mortal eyelids fell;

No stars above the gloom their places keep;

No faithful watchmen of the morning tell;

Yet still they slumber on, through rising day

Hath through their windows poured the awakening light;
Or, turning in their sluggard trances, say—

“There yet are many hours to fill the night;”

They rise not yet; while on the bridegroom goes

“Till he the day’s bright gates forever on them close!

2. The Latter Rain

The latter rain, it falls in anxious haste

Upon the sun-dried fields and branches bare,
Loosening with searching drops the rigid waste
As ifit would each root’s lost strength repair;
But not a blade grows green as in the spring,

No swelling twig puts forth its thickening leaves;
The robins only mid the harvests sing

Pecking the grain that scatters from the sheaves;
The rain falls still—the fruit all ripened drops,
It pierces chestnut burr and walnut shell,

The furrowed fields disclose the yellow crops,
Each bursting pod of talents used can tell,

And all that once received the early rain

Declare to man it was not sent in vain.

3. The Dead

I see them crowd on crowd they walk the earth

Dry, leafless trees no Autumn wind laid bare;

And in their nakedness find cause for mirth,

And all unclad would winter’s rudeness dare;

No sap doth through their clattering branches flow,
Whence springing leaves and blossoms bright appear;
Their hearts the living God have ceased to know,
Who gives the spring time to th’expectant year;

They mimic life, as if from him to steal

His glow of health to paint the livid cheek;

They borrow words for thoughts they cannot feel;
That with a seeming heart their tongue may speak;
And in their show of life more dead they live

Than those that to the earth with many tears they give.

4. Autumn Leaves

The leaves though thick are falling; one by one
Decayed they drop from off their parent tree;
Their work with autumn’s latest day is done,
Thou see’est them borne upon its breezes free;
They lie strown here and there, their many dyes
That yesterday so caught thy passing eye;
Soiled by the rain each leaf neglected lies,

Upon the path where now thou hurriest by;

Yet think thee not their beauteous tints less fair,
Than when they hung so gaily o’er thy head;
But rather find thee eyes, and look thee there
Where now thy feet so heedless o’er them tread;
And thou shalt see where wasting now they lie,
The unseen hues of immortality.



BLACK SONNETS
by Malachi Black

1. Insomnia & So On

Fat bed, lick the black cat in my mouth
each morning. Unfasten all the bones

that make a head, and let me rest: unknown
among the oboe-throated geese gone south

to drop their down and sleep beside the out-
bound tides. Now there’s no nighttime I can own

that isn’t anxious as a phone
about to ring. Give me some doubt

onloan; give me a way to get away
from what I know. I pace until the sun

is in my window. Ilie down. I'm a coal:
I'smolder to a bloodshot glow. Each day

I die down in my bed of snow, undone
by my red mind and what it woke.

2. Sifting in the Afternoon

Some people might describe this room as spare:
abedside table and an ashtray and an antique

chair; a mattress and a coffee mug;
an unwashed cotton blanket and a rug

my mother used to own. [ used to have
aphone. I used to have another

room, a bigger broom, a wetter sponge.
T used to water my bouquet

of paper clips and empty pens, of things
I thought I'd want to say if given chance;

but now, to live, to sit somehow, to watch
a particle of thought dote on the dust

and dwindle in alittle grid of shadow
on the sunset’s patchy rust seems like enough.

3. This Gentle Surgery

Once more the bright blade of a morning breeze
glides almost too easily through me,

and from the scuffle I've been sutured to
some flap of me is freed: I am severed

like a simile: an honest tenor
trembling toward the vehicle I mean

to be: ablackbird licking half notes
from the muscled, sap-damp branches

of the sugar maple tree ... though I am still
apart of any part of every particle

of me, though I'll be softly reconstructed
by the white gloves of metonymy,

I grieve: there is no feeling ina cut
that doesn’t heal a bit too much.

4. Drifting at Midday

Now I can see: even the trees
are tired: they are bones bent forward

inaskin of wind, leaning in
osteoporosis, reaching

for alittle more than any
oxygen can give: when living

is in season, they can live;
but living is no reason

to continue: everything begins:
and everything is desperate

to extend: and everything is
insufficient in the end:

and everything is ending:
Now I can see: even the trees
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