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Nocturne for tenor and piano, op. 40

When my much beloved mother was passing from our midst in 1982, | reflected
upon how lucky | had been so recently, in the 70s, to have spent so much time
with her on what Whitman calls the family "homestead." | was pursuing graduate
study then at the University of Miami with pianist George Roth, and had attained
a sufficient age that she and | were now able to relate to each other pretty much
as adult to adult. She had become, for example, quite forthcoming while telling
tales about our family from before my arrival in it. It was thus that, after she left
us, | mused about a line out of Leaves of Grass: "Now | tell what my mother told
me today as we sat at dinner together," and considered the possibility of a
rendition for tenor and piano of the section from which it derives. | wonder now
how different the cycle that eventually emerged would be if those had been the
exact words | read when | pulled Whitman's tome down from the bookshelf,
instead of "Now what my mother told me one day as we sat at dinner together."
Let me explain the difference.

At Christmas 2002, my sister gave me a copy of the original 1855 edition of
Leaves, quite unaware of its importance in my creative life. | had never released
my cycle from 1982 and 1983, always sensing (as | do with many other still
unreleased works out of my ceuvre) that it could be somehow improved. | had no
idea how radically different, inside the fancy gifted volume, the section out of
"The Sleepers" was from the one | had set decades before. | just put the book
aside until it made it into the next summer's (2003) reading pile.

When | did read my way into "my" section, | noticed a few slight changes in the
text | had set, but considered them inconsequential until | got to an entire "chant"
(think of a canto in Dante) in the poem that the good gray poet had seen fit to
excise from his Deathbed Edition (as scholars are wont to call it) of 1881. It
concerned a rebellious slave, and my research online has convinced me of this
fact: that the poet's conception of the idealized black man underwent a
significant change in those pivotal years from before the American Civil War
(1855, Leaves of Grass first edition) to Reconstruction (1881, expurgated
edition). Lucifer (which word means "light bearer") is invoked not because of any
association with evil (at least, not in the poet's estimate) but because of his
temerity in engaging in the ultimate rebellion: against the Godhead itself. But by
1881, with the blacks' emancipation won at such great sacrifice, the nation now
needed to see the kind of good, law-abiding citizen portrayed as would never fit
into the present poem—or no portrayal at all!

| was so stirred by the powerful imagery in the (for me) new text that | was
reading that | resolved to incorporate it into my now twenty-year-old setting.
Over the next few weeks | prepared the new version of my cycle, using what |
had from before for the most part, interpolating new music for the lines the aged
Whitman chose to cut, and in one case recomposing a large section because of
the need | felt to make an allusion back to my rebel music, spanking new though



it was at the time. This was my rationale. | believe | am the first person to notice
that a phrase from later in the poem that was retained in 1881 refers
nevertheless back to the first-person narrative of the black slave. One of the first
lines of the chant that Whitman cut in 1881 (but never in all the editions until
then) reads: "l have been wronged....| am oppressed....I hate him that oppresses
me." Later in the stream of consciousness which characterizes "The Sleepers,"
but still within the section | had chosen to set, we find Whitman reflecting back on
numerous characters he had treated earlier in the poem. Anon we encounter in
this comprehensive summary the words "he that is wronged" which, particularly
given their relative position in Whitman's sequence, can only mean the uprising
black. Incorporating at this point in the old music a quotation from the fiery
passage | had so recently written for the rebellious slave was quite the most
involved and difficult of the interpolations | had to effect.

| should probably mention three discrepancies with the 1855 text for anyone
following that edition. | noticed that in his description of the red squaw he had by
1881 changed the word "beauty” in the 1855 line "She looked at the beauty of
her tallborne face" to "freshness." | then noticed that two lines further down,
within the same description, the word "beauty" had been repeated. It would
seem that Whitman decided at some point before 1881 to give his illustration of
the Indian more point by this use of a second noun. But is it possible he got
these two lines confused in his hasty editorializing? The original word "beauty"”
(from 1855) certainly works better in the first line, as | quote it above. But rather
than just give up the 1881 word "freshness," | took the liberty of incorporating it,
in lieu of "beauty," into Whitman's second line where, | say, he possibly meant to
insert it anyway, and where, | say, it really does fit much better. That would
make: "Never before had she seen such wonderful freshness and purity," which
never existed in any edition, and excuse me but a lightning bolt just came
through the roof of my apartment. The next discrepancy happens in the passage
where the slave compares himself to a massive, dangerous whale. This chant's
final line originally (1855) read simply, "my tap is death." At some point before
1881 this became instead "the tap of my flukes is death." | used the latter form of
the pronouncement, which even the actively supportive pianist stops long enough
to hear against dead silence. Finally, my use of the redundant word "it" in the
line "it comes or it lags behind." That second "it" was not to be found in the 1855
Ur-Edition, but here | could not go with my semantic preference, this original
version. When setting in 1983 the only text then at my disposal, that from 1881, |
gave the extra word its own note melodically, and could find no elegant way to
change it in my work earlier this decade. Bear in mind that in my setting, whether
from 1983 or 2003, | did not use any melisma (more than one note per syllable of
text) and | did not repeat a single word Whitman wrote. | might also mention two
typos, dutifully reproduced in authentic 1855 reprints, but already fixed in the
edition the author put out the very next year: the word "goes" in the line "the Pole
goes his way" was permanently excised; and the word "night" in the line "every
thing in the dim night" was always meant to be "light" instead.



If you were to read the poem to me, there would be certain emphases,
modulations, inflections, delays, accelerations, silences, lengthening, curtailing,
that would figure in your recital. The present cycle represents in idealized form
how in my turn | would read it to you.

Nocturne for tenor and piano, opus 40, is dedicated to my dear friend, the
composer and pianist Paul Leavitt.

Victor Frost
15 X110
New York City



This page is from the working
copy of the 1871 edition of Leaves
of Grass that Whitman used to
show the typesetter how the final
one, issued in 1881, should look.
Notice the numeration, old and
new, of the chants. The wholesale
removal of the chant then
numbered 14. That its final line
reflects the "tap of my flukes"
revision used in my setting. The
changes in punctuation represent a
gradual simplification over the
years. (The 1855 original even had
two different kinds of ellipses: one
with two dots and the other with
four! Unfortunately, most such
subtle usage of punctuation to
convey meaning was already gone
in the 1856 "handbook" edition.)
The circled dot at the very end
means that a period should replace
the old comma. This was because
the next line of text, with which
the following page had begun, was
being excised. Irestored all these
missing lines in the 2003 revision
of my song cycle.
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to Paul Leavitt

Nocturne

on lines from "The Sleepers" by Walt Whitman

for tenor and piano, op. 40
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