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PROGRAM NOTE:

Valerie Martinez’s remarkable collection Count has 43 poems which proceed sequentially like the
inevitable ticking of a clock, each number ringing in the reader’s ear. For this piece I have taken a
representative third of the collection which mirrors in miniature the sprawling interconnected network of
images and ideas that tie together the widely varied poems of Martinez’s masterful book.

An anonymous girl, who appears as a central figure throughout, is echoed in other poems by young
goddesses and first-person childhood memories. But the driving force of the whole book is water—the
precious and scarce source of life in Martinez’s New Mexican home and yet simultaneously, with ever-
rising sea-levels, an impending source of flood and devastation around the world. This sense of sweeping
scale comes in part from the multitude of mythologies which flow through the pages like a river of ancient
stories. The major themes, which recur and develop through and across the poems like leitmotifs, seem
to be in search of symmetry: night and day, sky and earth, star and mountain, destruction and rebirth.
They, like running water, are in search of balance.

One of the most fascinating images is the intersection, the intermingling of person and tree. Trees can
transform from fragility to magnificence and when they finally fall, the trunk they leave behind can
become an ecosystem, paving the way for other life-forms to grow and thrive. When the floods come, we
will aspire to have their deep-rooted strength so as to try and withstand the waters.
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NOTES TO THE PERFORMERS:

Texts:

o [Coordination/Timing/ The construction of this work is centered around a reading of the poems that
should be, in large part, free for the person doing the reading. Within reason, they should be free to
pace the reading in a way they find effective. The reading should loosely correlate with their position in
the score but periodic loop points are indicated by repeat bars. The texts in bold are meant to indicate
the desired correlation with the repeated bar so once the reader begins the bolded text, the ensemble
can proceed forward. If the reader is already there on the first pass the bar need not be repeated.
Fermatas are also sometimes used to facilitate these “rendezvous” points between reader and singers.

e [Reader] Each poem is allocated to a member of the ensemble to facilitate rehearsal and performance
arrangements, but they may be read by a person outside of the ensemble if desirable.

o [Numbers] One of the central conceits of Valerie Martinez’s book is a sense of a clock-like counting of
numbers done here in this piece by the singers. The speaking of the numbers should sound like
natural speech. To this end, the rhythms of the syllables are not notated except in cases where the
number coincides with a movement’s beginning and the other singers should come in on the
appropriate syllable.

o [Voice Parts/ Standard IPA is used throughout for vowels, consonants, and phonemes in the voices.

o [Arrows/ Arrows moving from one vowel to another indicate a gradual morphing of the first vowel into
the second over the duration of the arrow.

o [Balance] The texts of the poems should be clearly understandable to the audience so the ensemble
and reciter need to balance enough for clarity. Performers are welcome to explore creative ways to
accomplish this. For instance, the ensemble could stand in formation slightly back and as the reciter
begins they come forward and return to the group as their poem finishes.

Repeats and Fermatas: The bars within the repeat indications should only repeat if the reader is behind
where the text in the score is. Otherwise they may be ignored. Similarly, fermatas are also written to
allow the recitation to catch up and if the reader is already to the bolded text they may also be ignored.

General Symbols:

Flat * 1/4 Flat ® Natural ® 1/4 Sharp * Sharp ¢ 3/4 Sharp

b q h # # 1# R = niente (nothing)

”9. A Sea of Brittle Trees”:

o [Noteheads] There are many examples of articulated notes with blank noteheads on a glissando
between two given pitches. These are to be performed as separate notes as if they were even divisions
of that interval of the glissando. So, for instance, a glissando going up a whole step with two blank
noteheads in between would be sung as though they are third tones (first given pitch, 1/3 of a step




above, 2/3 of a step above, arrival pitch). Since the intent is the overall flow of the pitches (and not to
create specific microtonal verticalities) the effect can be somewhat approximate.

o [Articulations]/ The moving lines have both marcato and accent marks—both are short with a rather
biting attack but the accented notes should stick out of the texture a bit.

”17. The constellations foretold”: /Grace notes] The upper three voices have notes which begin with
atrilled °r’ (represented by a tremolo grace note) and go directly into a sustained “m’. These grace note
rolls are a kind of text-painting depicting glittering stars and so can be varied in length and color.
Accidentals on tied grace notes are repeated only for the sake of clarity.

”23. A strange exhilarating lightness”: /Grace notes/ The grace notes in voices 1 and 3 are
performed very rapidly with the consonants essentially adjacent to one another in a single movement.
The desired effect is a seagull’s cry, echoing above the surf.

Numeric relationships between the poem selections
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Poems in the score
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#28 (”We tumble like the drawings”).........coceevveeniiiiicniiinnenne. 47
#30 (”In which they were transformed”).........ccccccovviriiiniiinnene 52
#33 ("1 study even while sleeping”) ........ccovevvieiiieiiiienniniennnenne. 57
#34 ("Telling the future of ours”).........coooeevvieniiiniiiiiiiiee 62
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#43 (" A disintegrating world” ) ... 78
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Excerpts from Count
by Valerie Martinez

3

Let us go now, you and I, to the water—to the girl
who stands alone at the sea. The ocean is the color

of milk and green-gray leaves. Its cold, overcast;
I can see the goose bumps on her legs. She happens

to wear white; she must be 7 or 8. The girl
goes to the water—I see her during the day, at night,

when looking straight on in that highway-drive
hypnotic state. She reminds me of my nieces,

the infants they were, the plastic tubs and soapy water,
the sounds they made, gurgling while they were bathed.

4

Once upon a time the ground upon which we stand
was merely a skin over the ocean. The god Pirman

poked it and flooded the land. Only 2 survived,
awoman and a man, sealed inside a ship of pulai wood.

As the waters receded they nibbled their way outside,
dropped into a field of rhododendrons. Alone,

they bemoaned the absence of children. Later,
the woman gave birth from the flesh of her calves,

from which we are all descended.



9

Hiking into pinon, the mountain fades from green to yellow
to caramel brown—100 million dead trees in the Southwest

alone. The bark beetle thrives on drought, devours the phloem,
starves the scaly trunks. Just one spark—campfire, cigarette—

and a sea of brittle trees bursts wildly into flames. In Giza,
1250 BC, the dung beetle seemed to emerge spontancously

from its burrow, spurred by a mysterious force, and so
was worshipped as Khepera, “He Who Comes Forth,”

pushing the sun faster on its course. The Egyptians placed
gold scarabs over the hearts of the mummified, inscribed

with a spell from the Book of the Dead: “make no failure
in respect of me before the Master of Balance.”

11

In anticipation of the great flood, the god Tochopa tucked
his young daughter, Pu-keh-¢h, into a pinon trunk

hollowed and packed with nuts, tubers, healing herbs,
hoping she would survive, find another, repopulate

the world. As the waters began to rise he sang and prayed,
held fiercely to the trunk until he, too, and the woodpile

and the houses and the village were subsumed and all
he could do, below in the undertow, was let her go.



12

The girl in white, her small ankles, the gray waves
rising darkly into thunderclouds. The way she backs

and backs away

17

A month before the flood the sheep forgot to eat
and sleep, obsessively watched the stars at night,

told the shepherds the constellations foretold
the destruction of the world. The shepherds

gathered their flocks and pigs and families, climbed
the top of Ancasmarca, watched as the mountain

sank slowly into the sea. Sky, night and day, beheld
their long dizziness—the passing of sheep, herder,

pig, and kin. Six children survived as the mountain
lifted, and forever after the people minded the slightest

movement of stars, mapping and deducing and guessing.



23

The Mixtec believe Man committed a grievous fault,
precipitating the great deluge, and one afternoon

at Hallandale Beach I went too far out, beyond the buoy,
ignoring the lifeguard’s shrill whistles with a thrill

of defiance, as if no one knew better than me how much
my body can do, and I resented whatever boundary

that just-past-high-school upstart set, arbitrary,
for somebody else, and besides [ felt a strange

exhilarating lightness from collarbone to pelvis,
as if some cosmic ether was bottled up miraculously

in me, the chosen, yes—and then a thunder
under me bumped my left heel. Panicked,

I swam frantically back to shore.

28

For three consecutive nights I dream we are stick figures
in a giant earth tome: book of mudslides, book of super-

storms, book of drought-devastated fields inside which
we tumble like the drawings at Puako-right side up,

sideways, flipped. Are we singing? Are we dancing?
Are we waving frantically in distress?



30

The Selk”nam believe a long time ago people did not die
but grew so tired of being human they willed themselves

into a long and fitful sleep in which they were transformed
into creatures, rocks, clouds, and trees. After many hundred

years they woke to find themselves strange, and refreshed.

33

Anyway, the girl never really turns to me, never
shows her inscrutable face, and it’s the smallness

in her elbow, something delicate about her calves,
and [ know I"m supposed to know what ankle,

cotton, dark hair signify in this amalgamation—
a pictogram I study even while sleeping for every

detail of cloud, breaker, and sleeve. Her bones
are still young enough to ache at night, lengthening,

growing denser by the hour.



34

Hiking down a mountain is double charged—relief
with some measure of grief. Below, the city unfolds

in squares and streaks, crush of trees at the Rio Grande,
mesa extending endlessly to the west. From this distance

green and brown are wedded in repeating patterns
of settlement (where the water is) and wandering (away

from the river), the freedom we’ve enjoyed for so long,
engineering and infrastructure built on a firm belief

in everlasting resources. On Baffin Island, Arctic
Archipelago, Briner and his fellow paleoclimatologists

drill through ice and sediment. Tubes of Holocenian mud
serve as remarkably accurate climate analogues, telling

the future of ours: temperature increase now exceeds
all variations of the past 1,000 years.

35

According to the Wintun, people came into existence late,
devoured water and land at an alarming rate. One man

dreamed a whirlwind; the others knew this was a bad sign.
They fled to an earth lodge as the winds started up, downing

the trees. The dreamer remained outside, pressed against
apost, describing what was coming: thundering rain.

Footpaths, fields, houses were swept away, but the dreamer
held tight, telling his people the story of water. Finally

the earth lodge lifted, and the post and the dreamer too,
and nothing was left but a tide over the earth.



43

The adolescent goddess Hadanisht’é was encircled
by creatures—thin, delirious—reflected in the tears

of her people. She punished the tribe for negligence,
put them to work reassembling the fragments

of a disintegrating world. After much toil each piece—
cleaned and burnished—flashed a sliver of sunlight

by day, moonlight by night, billions of which could not
be looked at directly. In this way they learned

to be reverent and disciplined, to live on the edge
of great balance—the sum of incalculable beauty.
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"A sea of brittle trees”

Bristling, staccato (o= 1)
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11."Below in the undertow”
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12. "The gray waves rising darkly"
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17. "The constellations foretold”
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starting slower and accelerating
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poco rall.
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As the waters began to

a tempo

rise - for six voices

42 ["m supposed to know what ankle, cotton, dark hair signify in this amalgamation—a pictogram I study even
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while sleeping for every detail of cloud, breaker, and sleeve.
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34. "Telling the future of ours"

Incisive (o= 120)

As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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35."One man dreamed a whirlwind"
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43."A disintegrating world"
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As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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reverent and disciplined, to live on the edge of great balance-the sum of incalculable beauty
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As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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As the waters began to rise - for six voices
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