
Texts and notes 
 
Ode to Lake Michigan, by Philip Rice 

 
You caress Chicago’s bony wrist 
all the way up to the fleshy fingertip of the 
Upper Peninsula, 
rustling winds that ignite daydreams: 
your sweet beach grass, 
your quartzy singing sands, 
the thrill of building a castle 
hoping you’ll melt it with grace, 
give me a new start, 
wash my mistakes  
(and maybe my sins). 
Your meteorology strikes the fear of God in me. 
I forgive your lake-effect snowstorms 
because summer looks so lovely on you. 
Loch Ness has nothing on your fairy-tale 
frozen mermaids shimmering deep beneath. 
In a burst of silver and green they rupture in 
July’s swelter, 

[dazzling the tips of your crumpled blue crests,] 
swelling in slow pulsing rhythms, 
undulating canvas of your immense out-there. 
You, my dear, are a great lake. 
Don’t worry if other lakes seem superior, 
for you alone are the mishigami, the great 
waters, 
the twenty-two thousand square miles of 
uninterrupted aqua pura. 
You alone hold the Petoskey stone with her 
honeycomb 
eyes that see the past, 
tell the past. 
You are big enough to hold 
my childhood. 
You are wide enough to make me 
forget. 
You are deep enough. 

 
Ode to Lake Michigan is a setting of a single poem by Richelle Wilson divided up into seven miniatures. The poem 
postures Lake Michigan as a source of both bewildering wonder and intimate solace by evoking both mythology and 
family. Musically, I wanted to show the breadth of emotional space provided by the lake (and thusly the poem): the chaos 
of the water and the profound sense of stillness that accompanies an awareness of its immensity. The music explores both 
these spaces with a Coplandian harmonic language based on widely spaced octaves, fifths, and sevenths, contrasted with 
more turbulent and dissonant polyphony. I have also written a  setting of the poem in one movement for mixed choir 
which uses many of the same motives and textures. 
 
Poet Richelle Wilson was born and raised in rural Michigan and has spent countless summer hours on the Great Lakes 
pondering the ephemeral quality of her existence and getting sand hopelessly caught in her hair. She holds a Master of 
Arts degree in comparative literature from Brigham Young University, where she also worked on the editorial staff of 
Scandinavian Studies, an international academic publication. Her thesis was an ecocritical analysis of how the Baltic Sea 
operates as a metaphorical space in the poetry of Tomas Tranströmer. Richelle has enjoyed learning both French and 
Swedish as part of her literary studies and has studied abroad in Paris and Stockholm. She is currently studying in Umeå, 
Sweden on a scholarship from the Swedish Institute. She loves Borges, jazz, cooking, the Oxford comma, handwritten 
letters, driving through canyons, and beautiful music—all of which, by her standards, is poetry in its own right. 

---Philip Rice 
 
Five Poems by Theodore Roethke, by Ned Rorem 
 
Interlude 

The element of air was out of hand, 
The rush of wind ripped off the tender leaves 
And flung them in confusion on the land. 
We waited for the first rain in the eaves. 
The chaos grew as hour by hour the light 
decreased 
Beneath an undivided sky. 

Our pupils widened with unnatural night. 
But still the roads and dusty field kept dry. 
The rain stayed in its cloud, full dark came near.   
The wind lay motionless in the long grass. 
The veins within our hands betrayed our fear. 
What we had hoped for had not come to pass. 

 
In 1962 Ned Rorem wrote to Roethke asking him for pieces he could set to music dealing with “rain and/or 
love.”  Roethke responded: “The enclosed poem ‘Interlude’ deals with the rain that stays in its clouds and might be the 
ideal piece for an interlude in your sequence." The setting of this short poem was included in the Rorem collection Songs 
of Love & Rain. It is the only poem from Roethke’s debut book of verse, Open House (1941), that Rorem set to music. 



 
Orchids 

They lean over the path, 
Adder-mouthed, 
Swaying close to the face, 
Coming out, soft and deceptive, 
Limp and damp, delicate as a young bird's 
tongue; 
Their fluttery fledgling lips 
Move slowly, 
Drawing in the warm air. 
And at night, 

The faint moon falling through whitewashed 
glass, 
The heat going down 
So their musky smell comes even stronger, 
Drifting down from their mossy cradles: 
So many devouring infants! 
Soft luminescent fingers, 
Lips neither dead nor alive, 
Loose ghostly mouths 
Breathing. 

 
Orchids is the first song in Ned Rorem's song set Two Poems of Theodore Roethke from 1969. It is one of the later pieces 
in the Roethke/Rorem songbook. The poem was originally published in Roethke’s book The Lost Son and Other 
Poems (1948).  Noted literary critic Harold Bloom called The Lost Son Roethke’s masterwork and one of the greatest 
post-war books of poetry. The book features Roethke’s legendary greenhouse poems, of which Orchids is a splendid 
example. 
 
My Lizard (Wish for a Young Wife) 

My lizard, my lively writher, 
May your limbs never wither, 
May the eyes in your face 
Survive the green ice 
Of envy’s mean gaze; 
May you live out your life 

Without hate, without grief, 
And your hair ever blaze, 
In the sun, in the sun, 
When I am undone, 
When I am no one. 

 
Wish For a Young Wife is a widely set Roethke piece. Art song masters Rorem and Samuel Barber produced beautiful 
musical versions of the poem that originally appeared in Roethke’s second National Book Award-winning volume, The 
Far Field.  This volume is considered a central text in the neo-romantic tradition of mystical nature poetry. Wish for a 
Young Wife is widely regarded as one of the most moving and prophetic pieces in the book as Roethke seems to foretell 
his own death, which came shortly after the poem was written. 
 
Memory

In the slow world of dream, 
           We breathe in unison. 
           The outside dies within, 
           And she knows all I am. 
           She turns, as if to go, 
           Half-bird, half-animal. 
           The wind dies on the hill. 

           Love's all. Love's all I know. 
 
           A doe drinks by a stream, 
           A doe and its fawn. 
           When I follow after them, 
           The grass changes to stone. 

 
Rorem had not read Roethke’s poetry until he was commissioned to set three pieces to music by New York Soprano and 
arts patron Alice Esty. She debuted this Roethke/Rorem work,Memory, on stage in New York 1959. The poem itself is 
from Roethke’s National Book Award-winning collection Words for the Wind (1958).  At this point in his development, 
Roethke’s work had shifted from what some critics saw as the self-absorption of his early work to an otherness that 
characterizes Roethke’s best love poems. That shift, which began to occur after his marriage, is palpable throughout this 
work. 
 
I Strolled Across an Open Field 

I strolled across 
An open field; 
The sun was out; 
Heat was happy. 
This way! This way! 
The wren's throat shimmered, 

Either to other, 
The blossoms sang. 
The stones sang, 
The little ones did, 
And the flowers jumped 
Like small goats. 
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A ragged fringe 
Of daisys waved; 
I wasn't alone 
In a grove of apples. 
Far in the wood 
A nestling sighed; 
The dew loosened 
Its morning smells. 

I came where the river 
Ran over stones: 
My ears knew 
An early joy. 
And all the waters 
Of all the streams 
Sang in my veins 
That summer day. 

 
I Strolled Across an Open Field is the second song of Rorem's 1969 song set, Two Poems of Theodore 
Roethke; Orchids (above) being the other. This is a decidedly joyous poem that was included in Roethke’s masterpiece, 
The Lost Son and Other Poems. While the critically acclaimed greenhouse poems in the same volume seek to illuminate 
the struggle and raw beauty of nature, this poem can, in that context, be read as a celebration of the ultimate victory of 
natural forces. Rorem’s setting of the work is, like the poem itself, uplifting and inspirational. 

---Mike Kolleth
 
The Song of Ruth, by Catherine McMichael 
 

“And Ruth said, ‘Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee; for whither thou goest, I will 
go; where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God. Where thou diest, I will 
die, and there will I be buried; the Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me.’” 
—Ruth 1: 16-17 
 

These words have been spoken at countless wedding ceremonies, but in actual fact were spoken by a young Moabite 
woman to her mother-in-law, Naomi. Naomi had lost not only her husband in Moab, but also her two sons.  There was 
famine in the land, and Naomi had decided to leave and return to her home in Judah, in hopes that there might be food, 
and perhaps shelter with kin.  She told her daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, to return to their mothers’ houses, to find 
rest and perhaps eventually another husband.  Orpah did return to her home, but Ruth was steadfastly determined to go to 
Bethlehem with Naomi.  The two women travelled together back to the land of Judah.   
 When they arrived in Bethlehem, hungry, homeless and destitute, Ruth gleaned Boaz’s fields for food for herself 
and her mother-in-law.  Boaz was impressed with Ruth’s devotion and care of Naomi and invited her to eat with him, 
admonished his field workers not to harass her as she gleaned, and sent extra food home with Ruth to sustain both women.  
Ruth learned that Boaz was actually kin of Naomi.  He was kind to both women, and eventually married Ruth.  They had 
a child, whose name was Obed.  Obed was the father of Jesse, who was the father of David, who became Israel’s great 
king after Saul. 
 Ruth’s devotion to Naomi could be seen as God’s handiwork, ensuring the line of David, into which Jesus was 
born.  Some also interpret the book as a symbol of God’s devotion and unshakeable loyalty to mankind. 

--Catherine McMichael 
 
Selections from Mariko Suite, by Catherine McMichael 
 
Winter Doves 

No earth, no sky, only snowflakes falling, falling. 
So still, so shy, winter doves are calling, calling. 
 

The Mariko Suite is a collection of four traditional Japanese haiku set to music.  The music itself is not intended to sound 
Japanese, but rather aims, like haiku itself, to create a mood of simplicity, and to let the listener achieve a meditative state 
of mind through the contemplation of beautiful thoughts. The Winter Doves haiku was originally only one line long.  The 
composer added the second, to put life into the scene.  The piano describes the quiet landscape, drifted with pure snow.  
The flute has the doves’ voices, and is eventually answered by the soprano.  
 
Pearls 

I send you a box of glowing pearls.  Wear them with irises and orange blossoms. 
 

Piano and flute intertwine like a necklace woven with flowers.  The soprano line is the calm face of the beloved, opening 
the exquisite gift.          ---Catherine McMichael 
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Graceful Ghost Rag, by William Bolcom 
 
The Graceful Ghost Rag is one of Bolcom’s best-known pieces for the piano.  It has a slightly melancholy quality; 
Bolcom composed the piece in memory of his father.  It is a remarkable accomplishment in a form associated most often 
with happy dance music. 

---Joe Turbessi 
 
Fire and Ice, by Isaac Schankler 
 

Some say the world will end in fire, 
Some say in ice. 
From what I’ve tasted of desire 
I hold with those who favor fire. 
But if it had to perish twice, 
I think I know enough of hate 
To say that for destruction ice 
Is also great 
And would suffice. 
 

"Fire and Ice" is Robert Frost by way of Johnny Cash. Robert Frost lived in Ann Arbor and taught at the University of 
Michigan from 1921-1927. This poem was published in 1920, which means Frost most likely was not referencing the 
weather extremes particular to Michigan, but you can draw your own conclusions. 

--Isaac Schankler and Emily Marvosh 
 
 
The Laughter and the Music, by Scott R. Harding 
Original text by composer 
 

Lily Tomlin is a tasty dish, 
A laugh a minute, born in Detroit, Mich. 
She said that growin’ up in Michigan was fine 
until she realized where she was. 
As Ernestine she drives us mad, 
An operator guaranteed to cause guffaws! 
Gilda Radner came from Detroit too, 
A laugh a minute with her crazy crew. 
They brought Saturday Nights to Life with silly 
idiotic sketch comedy. 
As Emily Litella asked: “Why is there so much 
violins on T.V.?” 
There’s so much laughter between those Great 
Lakes! 
Hilarious people who gave us the shakes! 
Bob Bell, Pam Dawber!  
Dick Martin, Harry Morgan,  
Even Sinbad, Air Force man, 
Brings us laughter when he can! 
 
Salvator, he made the beat go on. 
Vincent, he sang of you and me. 
Glenn, he said the heat was on. 

Louise, her papa didn’t preach. 
Theodore, he had a stranglehold. 
William, he cried tears of a clown. 
James, he had a lust for life. 
Steve, he only called to say: 
Diana, she discoed upside down. 
Charles, he knew a runaway. 
Robert one and two,  
He took Rock as his name. 
He liked his rock old time. 
 
They brought music, wondrous music on the 
countdown. 
They sang music, wondrous music, sweet and 
sublime. 
 
And through it all we had Kemal to bring the 
music home.   
Across the waves on Saturdays, a week of songs 
well-known. 
The music kept our feet on the ground, but kept 
us reaching for the stars. 

 
I liked the idea of referencing Michigan musicians, and I started doing a search of musicians who were born and RAISED 
in Michigan: someone just born here, but who moved to L.A. as a child, wouldn't have the same understanding of the state 
as someone who'd really spent a lot of time here. I came up with a pretty good list, but it was also merged in with other 
famous people who were born here. There were a lot of actors, but what really drew me was the number of comedians (or 



"funny people") who called Michigan home. That's where I came up with the blending of comics and musicians...inspired, 
in some part, by the comedy/tragedy masks. Then, on top of THAT, since [my wife and Michigan Recital Project flutist] 
Tess and I had just been watching "White Christmas," I saw very clearly in my mind the Rosemary Clooney/Vera Ellen 
duet with "Sisters," and I thought it would translate nicely to Emily and Margot, with that same kind of easy swing feel 
and just-under-the-surface cheekiness. Once that part was finished I worked on getting the “musician” half down, working 
from a characteristically-repeating pop chord progression. I liked the idea of referencing the pop stars by their real names, 
and making the audience kind of figure it out with the song references included. 

--Scott R. Harding 
 
 
The Death of Minnehaha, by Mary Montgomery Koppel 
 

In the wigwam with Nokomis, 
With those gloomy guests that watched her, 
With the Famine and the Fever, 
She was lying, the Beloved, 
She, the dying Minnehaha. 
"Hark!" she said; "I hear a rushing, 
Hear a roaring and a rushing, 
Hear the Falls of Minnehaha 
Calling to me from a distance!" 
"No, my child!" said old Nokomis, 
"'T is the night-wind in the pine-trees!" 
"Look!" she said; "I see my father 
Standing lonely at his doorway, 
Beckoning to me from his wigwam 
In the land of the Dacotahs!" 
"No, my child!" said old Nokomis. 
"'T is the smoke, that waves and beckons!" 
"Ah!" said she, "the eyes of Pauguk 
Glare upon me in the darkness, 

I can feel his icy fingers 
Clasping mine amid the darkness! 
Hiawatha! Hiawatha!" 
And the desolate Hiawatha, 
Far away amid the forest, 
Miles away among the mountains, 
Heard that sudden cry of anguish, 
Heard the voice of Minnehaha 
Calling to him in the darkness, 
"Hiawatha! Hiawatha!" 
Over snow-fields waste and pathless, 
Under snow-encumbered branches, 
Homeward hurried Hiawatha, 
Empty-handed, heavy-hearted, 
Heard Nokomis moaning, wailing: 
"Wahonowin! Wahonowin! 
Would that I had perished for you, 
Would that I were dead as you are! 
Wahonowin! Wahonowin!" 

  
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s epic poem The Song of Hiawatha was inspired by stories of the Ojibwe people. The 
poem tells the story of the hero Hiawatha, (loosely based on the legendary Nanabozho), and follows the hero’s life from 
before his birth, through adventures, battles, and discoveries, until he rides off into the sunset, telling his people to 
embrace Christianity as he leaves. 

Prominent in The Song of Hiawatha is the love story between the hero and Minnehaha, whose name means 
“laughing water” or waterfall. Minnehaha is a maiden of the Dacotahs, and Hiawatha proposes marriage both out of his 
love for her and to seal peace between their tribes. Their love is mutual and powerful. 

Famine and fever strike Hiawatha’s people, and Minnehaha falls victim. While Hiawatha is out hunting for food, 
she sings her dying song with Nokomis, Hiawatha’s grandmother. Despite Nokomis’ pleading with the young bride, 
Minnehaha sees feverish visions of her homeland, of her people, and finally of the glaring eyes of Pauguk, the spirit of 
death. She dies with Hiawatha’s name on her lips, calling to her husband while Nokomis wails in mourning. 

My setting of Minnehaha’s death song juxtaposes the frightened bride in her fevered delusions with the calm, 
comforting grandmother trying in vain to soothe and nurse her charge back to health. The music is inspired by traditional 
Ojibwe flute music, which is pentatonic and melodically simple. As Minnehaha approaches death and her fever increases 
her hysteria, the music shifts rapidly between modes, and her song clashes with that of Nokomis, who remains of this 
world. An Ojibwe prayer song shapes Nokomis’ final lamentation, “Wahonowin.” 

--Mary Montgomery Koppel 
 
 
  



The Edge of Dreams, by Leo Sowerby 
 
1. The Adventurer 

Gatherer of shells, 
Flower-hunter, 
Breather of slight winds— 
There is much to surprise me. 
 
I bring you songs for flutes,  
And odd-shaped leaves 
And pointed vagaries. 
 
These trinkets you may toy,  
And twine into your moods— 
Carelessly. 
But I cannot tell you of what they are made, 
Or where I found them. 

 
2. After-thought 

Sometimes you smile,  
(Now that it is all over)  
And drop me little thin, gray words,  
Like the coins we give to the blind.  
Oh, I am not blind!  
And they are grayer to me than your  
"Do not come anymore."  
I dare not think that you care  
How I cared then  
Or now!  
And yet you smile,  
And drop me your little words  
While I  
Hold out my hand. 
 

5. The Forest of Dead Trees 
I climbed up the rough mountain-side 
Through the forest of dead trees. 
 
I touched their smooth, stark limbs, 
And learned much of the white beauty of death. 
 
Whose taut, slender thigh was this? 
And this, whose gracious throat? 
 
O life, you are not more beautiful 
Thank this silent, curving death is beautiful! 
 
[And Eternity— 
I think I heard it cry: 
“Centre within centre, 
Death or Life, 
One am I.”] 

 
6. O That Love Has Come At All! 

I am he who expects too much. 
The high keen edge 
Of dreams is not sharp 
Enough; and the rose 
Is not enough red. 
I am tired with emptiness, 
For love has not come swift enough. 
But do thou weave, O heart, 
A slender song: 
Touched  
That love has come at all! 

 
The Edge of Dreams (1955) is a cycle of romantic, lyrical songs with texts by Chicago poet Mark Turbyfill (1896-1991). 
 The singer reflects on lost or dead love throughout each of the six movements (four movements are represented here). 
 "Adventurer" describes the relationship near its end, "Afterthought" and "The Forest of Dead Trees" mourn the love lost, 
and "Oh That Love Has Come at All!" presents the singer as grateful that love was ever found.   
 Turbyfill is remembered today mainly for his contributions to the world of avant-garde poetry (in 1926 the 
vanguard magazine Poetry devoted an entire issue to his writings), but was also an accomplished dancer (in the 1920s and 
'30s, he was a principal dancer with Allied Artists and partnered with legendary Chicago choreographer Ruth Page), and 
visual artist. 

--Margot Rood and Richard A. Born 
 

 
Cabaret Songs, by William Bolcom 
 
At the Last Lousy Moments of Love 

At the last lousy moments of love he wanted to 
tell me the truth. 
At the last writhing rotten moments of love he 
wanted to tell me the truth— 
About me, of course. 
Thanks, I’ll need this. 

At the last lousy moments of love, he wanted to 
tell me- 
That I wasn’t doing too well. 
I was eating and drinking and talking too much. 
He wanted to tell me as a friend at the last lousy 
moments of love. 
 



He wanted to tell me he was leaving, he’d 
waited too long— 
To tell me that I was self-righteous— 
Even when I wasn’t wrong,  
And I spoke about friendship,  
‘till our friends gave me up as a friend for the 
season, 
For which reason, he wanted to tell me this truth. 
 
He wanted to tell me these things, as a friend, 
He wanted to tell me, but he didn’t in the end. 
At those last lousy moments of love— 
He said it all, with his body— 
To my best friend. 
 

Waitin 
Waitin waitin 
I’ve been waitin 
Waitin waitin all my life. 
That light keeps on hiding from me, 
But it someday just might bless my sight. 
Waitin waitin waitin

Amor 
It wasn’t the policeman’s fault 
in all the traffic roar 
Instead of shouting halt when he saw me 
 he shouted Amor. 
 
Even the ice-cream man 
 (free ice-creams by the score) 
Instead of shouting Butter Pecan one look at me 
 he shouted Amor. 
 
All over town it went that way 
Ev’rybody took off the day 
Even philosophers understood 
How good was the good ‘cuz I looked so good! 
 
The poor stopped taking less 
The rich stopped needing more. 
Instead of shouting no and yes 
Both looking at me shouted Amor. 
 
My stay in town was cut short 
I was dragged to court. 
The judge said I disturbed the peace 
And the jury gave him what for! 
 
The judge raised his hand 
And instead of Desist and Cease 
Judgie came to the stand, took my hand 
And whispered Amor. 
 
Night was turning into day 
I walked alone away. 
Never see that town again. 
But as I passed the churchhouse door 
Instead of singing Amen 
The choir was singing Amor.

 
 

Bolcom’s Cabaret Songs, a collaboration with poet Arnold Weinstein, are some of his most-beloved songs.  Bolcom wrote 
four volumes of these songs for his wife, singer Joan Morris.  Their memorable texts, by turns witty, thoughtful, tragic, 
and sassy, have ensured that these songs have remained some of Bolcom’s most popular pieces. 

---Joe Turbessi 
 
 
  



Detroit, by Scott J. Ordway 
 
“The wheels looked like bicycle wheels today.”--Paul B. Shirley, b. July 30, 1912 
This fragment refers to the Ford Model T automobile, which was manufactured in Highland Park, Michigan from 1908 to 
1927. Remnants of the old Model T assembly line, now covered in vines and surrounded by abandoned buildings, can still 
be seen today. Before World War II, Ford was alone among the Big Three automakers in employing black workers. 
Paul B. Shirley was born on July 30, 1912 in Dayton, Ohio. He moved to Detroit in November, 1919. He worked as a 
waiter at the Barlum Hotel from 1928–33, and he has also worked at the Downtown Club and Penobscot Club. During the 
Roosevelt administration, under the National Recovery Program, he dug ditches, cleaned alleys, set out tress, and 
blacktopped roads. He has entertained as a singer, dancer, and stand-up comedian in clubs such as Lark’s Grill, Turf Bar, 
and Flame Show Bar. Mr. Shirley is currently a participant in the Detroit Urban League’s Seniors in Community Service 
Program. 
 
“I wish it would rain (oh how I wish that it would rain). ‘Cause so badly, I wanna go outside.”--The Temptations, 1967 
This fragment is an excerpt from the song “I Wish It Would Rain”, by Norman Whitfield, Barrett Strong, and Roger 
Penzabene. In 1967, it was recorded by the Temptations at Motown Records’ famed Studio A on West Grand Boulevard. 
Soon after its release, the song would reach No. 1 on Billboard’s R&B charts. Earlier that year, and not far from Studio A, 
a police raid on an unlicensed bar precipitated a five-day riot, one of the most violent and destructive in United States 
history. Residents describe the days following July 23, 1967 as days which changed the city forever. The riots were the 
result of decades of social inequality, unequal employment, overtly racist real estate practices, and other de facto 
segregation; they made permanent a cycle of fear and distrust which remains palpable today. 
 
“How still the garden seems...”--Original text by the composer, 2013 
In some neighborhoods of Detroit, people have begun to plant gardens in vacant lots; in some areas, organizations have 
repurposed entire city blocks as sustainable farms. This original line of text was inspired by a visit to several of these 
urban oases in May 2013, and by the quiet resilience of the Detroiters who tend to them. 

--Scott J. Ordway 


