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poem by A. R. Ammons

Tenor Solo

Oboe/Cor Anglais
Clarinet 1 in Bb
Clarinet 2 in Bb/Bass Clarinet (low C required)

Bassoon

Horn in F (mute required)

Cornet in B} (straight & cup mutes required)

Guitar

2 Violins
Viola
Cello

>Score is transposed.

>All grace notes to be played before the beat.

>Unless the entire ensemble is amplified, the solo voice should not be amplified.

>Though the mellow sound of a cornet is preferred, a B) trumpet may be substituted (not C).

>The guitar should be acoustic, with nylon strings, played with fingers in the classical style.

Configurations consists of fourteen songs in four parts. Within each part the songs should follow
quasi attacca, with only as much time elapsing as necessary for instrument changes. Between

parts the pauses should be longer.

©2008 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP)



CONFIGURATIONS

Configurations, for tenor and eleven instruments, is a setting of a poem by A.R. Ammons
evoking—like most of his works—the natural world.

Although a happy coincidence, the title also suggests the way this song cycle works, with
fourteen songs and an instrumental coda representing all fifteen possible permutations of the
cycle’s four basic musical ideas. The first part consists of four songs, each introducing one idea,
their characteristic melodic and harmonic profiles made clearly audible so it’s easier to hear them
combine later on. In the second part, six songs pair all four ideas with one another, the third part
combines three ideas simultaneously, and in the fourth part all four ideas are finally heard
together in the coda without the distraction of a vocal line.

These four themes are amalgamated in many different ways, from simply stacking one on
top of another to more complicated operations like phasing and rhythmic compression.
Although the harmonies sometimes move at different rates or the melodies themselves create
harmonies, all basic harmonic relationships stay constant, preserving the cycle’s unity and
allowing its structure to remain continually audible. Nevertheless, hopefully every song has a
separate identity, each with its own characteristic sound world.

The slightly unusual instrumentation was chosen to create an autumnal hue in keeping
with the imagery of Ammons’s lovely poem, an earthy mix of leaves, birds, nests, bones, and
shrubs. Accordingly, there are no especially high or low instruments, and the ensemble is
dominated by a preponderance of woody, stringy textures, with a tempering of warm brass.

The solo tenor’s freely composed vocal melodies provide necessary counterpoint to the
relatively static, increasingly familiar basic musical ideas as they combine and recombine for the
twenty minutes or so it takes to travel from a single violin playing the first idea to the entire
ensemble playing all four at once in an instrumental coda inspired by Schumann’s

masterpiece Dichterliebe.
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A.R. Ammons
1
when November stripped
the shrub,
what stood
out
in revealed space was
a nest
hung
in essential limbs
2
how harmless truth
is
in cold weather
to an empty nest
3
dry
leaves
in
the
bowl,
like wings
4
summer turned light
into darkness
and inside the shadeful
shrub
the secret
worked

itself into life:

icicles and waterpanes:
recognitions:

at the bottom, knowledges
and desertions

speech comes out,
a bleached form,
nest-like:

after the events of silence
the flying away

of silence
into speech—

the nest is held
off-earth
by sticks;



so, intelligence
stays
out of the ground

erecton a
brittle walk of bones:

otherwise
the sea,

empty of separations

leaves
like wings
in the Nov
ember nest:

wonder where the birds are now that were here:
wonder if the hawks missed them:
wonder if
dry wings
lie abandoned,
bodiless
this
November:

leaves— out of so many
a nestful missed the ground

8
Iam a bush
I am a nest
Tam a bird
Iam a wind
Iam a negg

I is a bush, nest, bird, wind, negg
Iis aleaf

if I fall what falls:
the leaves fell and the birds flew away and winter came and

9
when
1
am bringing
singing those home
> two again
summer birds
comes
back
10
so what if
lots of
unfathomable stuff

remains,
inconceivable distances,

closed and open infinities:



so what if
all that, if

thunderstorms spill the eggs,
loosen the nest, strew it across
galaxies of grass and weeds:

who cares what remains when
only the interior
immaterial
configuration—

shape—
mattered, matters, immaterial, unremaining

11
there is some relationship between
proximity
to the earth and permanence:

a shrub puts itself into and out of
the earth at once,

earth and air united by a stem’s
polar meshes of roots and branches:

earth
shrub
nest
leaf
bird

the bird is somewhere south, unoriented
to these roots:
the leaves
though they may not have wandered so far
are random:

earth
shrub
nest

goodbye, nest, if wind lifts you loose
goodbye, shrub, if ice breaks you down
goodbye,

goodbye

12
the shrub is nothing
except part of my song:
the bird I never saw is part of my song and
nothing else:

(the leaves are a great many little notes I lost
when I was trying to make the song
that became my silence)



13
the cockbird longs for the henbird
which longs for the nest

which longs for the shrub which
longs for the earth
which longs for the sun which longs for

14
inside there the woodmeat is saying
please, please
let me put on my leaves
let me let the sap go

but the zero bark is saying
hush, hush
the time is not right
it’s not the right time

the woodmeat is always right
but bark is knowing
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