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About the Work

One line from Margaret Atwood’s poem illustrates a central inspiration for the composition: “the facts of this world seen
clearly are seen through tears.” When I read this poem as a composer, I hear it speaking about the numbing effect of
privilege in an age where we are bombarded with information. As artists we have the freedom to speak about the
injustices that surround us but are in many ways silenced by the white noise of information. We become overwhelmed by
“facts” and often make the mistake of granting such “facts” an objectivity or distance from our senses. Atwood raises the
question of whether this distance (emotional or otherwise) from information provides clarity. Perhaps a mode of
perception that is subjective, emotional, or entangled offers a deeper kind of clarity.

My goal in writing this composition is to provide a reading of Atwood’s poem that immerses the senses in sound, so that
we might become entangled in her words. Rather than dwelling on words and concepts as “facts” to be scrutinized, this
music aims to focus the audiences attention on the immediate sensual experience. Here, we come close to suspending the
distance that our privilege grants us. Instead of being overwhelmed by information or merely interested in statistics, we
become involved and vulnerable.
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Performance Notes

The piece uses the concert space as an essential element of the artistic canvas. This offers the audience an experience that
is distinct from most recorded music and paints the spatial metaphors that are present in the spoken text. The diagram
shown above gives a rough guideline as to how the performers should be arranged in the concert space. If the choirs are
not equal in size, choir 2 should be the largest, while choirs 3&4 should be very close in size. Choir 2 may wish to
surround the solo cellist in a semi-circular fashion. The piece is scored for 2 percussionist; both should be set back from the
audience (if possible for sight lines, behind choir 2) so that their sound remains ambient rather than focused. The solo
soprano should sing from the foot of the concert space (the rear of a central isle or the front of a balcony) and the Narrator
should feel free to treat the entire concert space as a stage. In general, the sounds notated in this score will work best in a
wet acoustic; in particular, the effects created in Movement VI will have the strongest impact where the spatial resonance
approaches cathedrallike proportions.
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NOTES TOWARDS A POEM
THAT CAN NEVER BE WRITTEN

for SATB Chorus (divisi), solo Cello, solo Soprano, and Narrator
with triangle, bass drum, and tam-tam

Text by Margaret Atwood Music by Timothy Corlis
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The woman lies on the wet cement floor

under the unending light,
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The facts of this world seen clearly
are seen through tears;
why tell me then
there is something wrong with my eyes?
To see clearly and without flinching,
without turning away,
this is agony, the eyes taped open Narrator:
two illches fl‘OIIl the sun. What is it you see then?
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[brief pause] Is it a bad dream, a hallucination?
Is it a vision?
What is it you hear?
The razor across the eyeball
is a detail from an old film.
Itis also a truth.
Witness is what you must bear.
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&l
Q) O
mm Continue drone...
J>|: = :
| 1| i |

_17 -



bis
no - bis

(K]

no

na
Do - na

Do

.
no - bis
no - bis

I — S

s

na
na

Do -
Do

bis
bis

no -
-
no

L.

A

na
na

e
Do
-

Do

bis

bis

no -

P
no

triangle (wood stick) mp

na

na

d—Td.

Do

P
Do

bis

no
bis

na
no

I

Do -
Pa
na

bis

ppp 6[./—‘\61

Do

no
bis

no

Do

- bis
Do na

no

bis

Do - na
no

108 calm

prpp

x
- 3
() ]
() ]

J

=3
(e
¢):
e):

ANIV4

=

Do - na

Cello

Percussion
Ostinato
Alto 1

Soprano Solo
Vel

Perc.

LS
14.9 '
Hy
\
Ho/
LI
v s
e
]
]

bis

no

na

<

to write the poem that can never be written,

because no one will listen to you anyway,
the poem that invents

In this country you can say what you like
it's safe enough, in this country you can try

because you invent and excuse

nothing and excuses nothing,
yourself each day.

L.

Narrator

no - bis

=4

Do - na

L.

v

—

no - bis

bo:

Do - na

no - bis

P

d—.

Do - na

P

bis

.

no

—

pa

Do - na

rep J

no - bis

bhge

Do - na

29w ———

Perc.



Narrator
Elsewhere,

bt
5

ion.

t

inven

t

1S poem 1S no

th

bis

no

bis

no

bis

no

na

na

na

n
|
T
i
1=

|
i

e

184

|
%

2=

182

Do

Do

Do

S s S
: e £
s e || s |[T1To ;
[T -]
B / \ s S
S = SIRATIL .
-
: ¥ ([T s A
] 1 . 1 I
g me |7 = | T,
, \ ,
N \ ™ = s » ‘
_ g & _ _
(N . . .
S 1N XS Iﬁ ] Ié,
\ \ \
Z vz z
2 ‘ b e 1& ‘ 3 g 1& ‘
) )
5 Y I 5 il
: : né It S |l || A
\ \
| il
g \ e L™ \ = M A
s ‘ e S g 114\ fLII

bis

no

bis

no

bis

no

Do - na
pa

7%=

Do - na

7%=
1%

pa
Do - na

v

b g
<

no - bis

0
b 4

y 40

nH
7

oJ
y

(e
A\
o)

o)

Do - na

D)

0
b 4

ya
oJ

)

41

Vel

Solo

—

pa

Perc.
Ostinato

Ostinato
Alto 1

Alto 1

11

Ostinato |
Alto 1

I

- 19 -



55 www

&
=]
[+
j S
= -2 -2 2
(=] -~ R =
S _ _ _
A
- g g g
S &8
L= g S g g
§28 _ _ _
N aW.. =
S =24 S S S
Z =
. ) B ' N ! B '
h ' _ _ _
L = \ JAnan - \ JAnan) - v A v
- _ ,. v h _ ; ﬁ _ |IﬂV, m |ﬂVD
i T g v A \ v ] \ / ) : S Id'/ \.i,[
| S L) )
AIIv-ﬂ o 1 o o|o o |eo o .| \ o |o]e
i i vy = , i = , BAY
O 1 U N
1 o
1 1 W W 41
e ‘II'.n ! o . 1 [ 1 o ole, 1 o |o 1 N 1] [ !
1 i S | A ‘ . , i S ™™
™I ¢ g ™ i s T s 2 8 z | [T
_ = /‘i‘ = . . =
= N = N
. ' \ ) ' ! oo of o ! . oofe
™ T S S S _ & e
VI 1T /HH
_ \ r _ _ Ilv&
HusmIIL N = ™y ® A ! = M Rauins
| mIRARENI : | | T
o (B - ;,v | \A i P | 5 ;,v AA
i ¢ : é,\ /\P : 5/\ /\ﬁ : Id/\ /\P
L p _len = m _|en pm |nvD = _len = m |nVD = . Pm |nvD
a NG < NG N 0 n 0] N
3 2 s |
[=) St
> [75) m...v. ) H m

ce

- 20 -



69 w

2 23 . I
sEe2% - :
SEEEE u Il
S<= 8¢ 2 = 5 ®
Sz & z M < _ |
§220 9% i
SEESES & ik
1 ] m ] ] ] Hﬁm | ]
i D A A \ A Asany D A % /
il 3 i I
[ LI I HT ol
S I
i i i %Wm[twmﬁy
il = ML) U Il e R
. N § W RILERS Wbbb 8 V g 34 g ™ 8 i e,/ e
o (R A o SRR A L SRR ﬁ o, ;
R TR e
M M = . | \ _ r \ _ ﬁ | ,
e AN g o1 Neel 3 R ol 3 e O,
moo WL ol i \
. . : JI il %m . il
s iy S S R o & & |
) \l, \A _ 4 )
_ e _ _ e g a
i : & _ r _ J i H i ALK
| gl [l IR ﬁ IR
Al s Q Ll o !
IR & \ Ay _ _ : M
VIR ; a /\ , ST\ H : \ Riaal
V _ =T AL _
01 O o e 241, e
N NG N NP NL & 6 N @
g 3 5 - |

ce

_ 27 -



85 ,

] _ ' ' ' ' ' C | '
- _n oo . . - ole|e . . _n ole 3 .
] [Fe ® \ , \ s M
| : y | :
i o oo . . ofofe . . o ol fo. .
] = ®\ \ / \ g &
| w ] w
L i e 8 [V g : \ S ™
1 1!_% ' 1!_% F » 1
g L el . . . oo | o] o
n = b} PR , ) S s )
2 ) = v
| i m ' ' | mwli wmléﬁc
i [P 8 LA I = . ST ST
1 1!.% p_ p_ " 1!.% ﬁ V !
o oL e ool [ oL . oo L e
n = fiakal \ / _ | = [T v
e s .m, , | ‘ B3 ; | s e || Tene
_ | ¥ s 8 _ M L LML _
anfl 1SN AR b A= \ 5 )
e = 2q s P
i il = M \ banan = \
' e = f \ ! y_ S S S !
! ] p- o p _ ' \.
HH 8 f Hh g e eee W 0 8 W. . . S 2 . _ oo
LU -5 L[] m ' \ ' Lm_l \
o = ) T \ = (1
ﬂ F HA \[ [
e _ _ g e || wee
. ' | . olo ofo] [o " \ he -/, :
g il s ahdhd s Tl
: e 2 TIRINE " . 2 _
e il g AL A 0 | ST, | g oY |
L RR T A = [T T
L NHH \ [ Q \ 1 1 [\ \ VIR . a \’ !
Ik 1y = M Asauay =
T 1 S i T
WA s : W Tl = WIP[DID = W e = WI?[DID = : e = WAIP[DI
& NG N G n oo NG n NDe N
N (
) .lo. ﬁv. L J J J
4 3 5 e = —
]

ce

_2) -



na
na
na

b=
b=

ce

Do
ce
e
Do
ce
Do
ce
b

bis
bis
bis

P=x

2

no
no
no

|~

Do - na
bz
Do - na
Do - na
bzz:

bis
bis
bis

1o
=N
1o
1o
o

1

=5
Do - na
Do - na
=5

Do - na

pa

bis
bis
bis

bis

1

1o
7.
1o
1o
==
1o

—————— Y
~— — —
——— 1 — 4

1

=5
Do - na
Do - na
==
Do - na

Do - na

bis

no - bis
no - bis
no - bis

no

g
<
na

Do - na
Do - na
Do - na

Do

no - bis
no - bis
no - bis

bis

no

——
P

Do - na
pa
Do - na
pa
Do - na
pa
pa

V{7
V{7

na

Do

bis
bis

bis

no

no
no

na
na
Do - na

bis

Do
| N
| N
| N
| N

Do

no -

1

P59 V—F 9 o9 0 9o &[0 o o 90 90 90 90—

as if you are already dead,
as if nothing more can be done
or said to save you.

this poem must be written
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