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COMPOSER’S NOTE

What I find most remarkable about Tracy K. Smith’s poetry is its ability to unassumingly
blur the line between a profound contemplation of life’s biggest questions and a probing of
the simpler experiences in ordinary life. It is at once universal and highly personal,
intangible and yet so familiar. Written in 2011, Life on Mars confronts the “fundamental
unknowables” of this “large and mysterious system we belong to,” while acknowledging
that our usual answers - religion, science, art - all invariably fall short.

Moments Sweep Past sets three poems from this collection without pause - “The Weather

» <«

in Space,” “It & Co.,” and “Us & Co.” Despite their contrasting moods - from sprawling
and pensive to whimsical and coy - these poems share the same broad contemplativeness
of Life on Mars at large, meditating on our search for the answers to these great

unknowables.

The music likewise aims to at once capture each poem’s individual character while drawing
a single thread throughout, with shared motives, harmonies, and textures constantly
evolving into new expressive contexts. The reflective, resonant first poem gives way to a
more active and playful second before arriving back at the original mood, now tinged with
wistfulness and reverence. While the poetry leaves us with more questions than answers, it
still manages to both challenge and nourish. I hope to have captured a little bit of that in
this piece.

Duration: ca. 9 minutes



PERFORMANCE NOTES
Cello:
Diamond noteheads indicate where to touch the string to produce natural harmonics.

String numbers are sometimes given for clarity, though each harmonic could only be
performed on one string, as seen in the figure below
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The performer may freely substitute any written touch major 3rd harmonics with touch
major 6th harmonics, which produce the same pitch and may speak better

L, IL, II, and IV are roman numerals used to indicate string number. 0 indicates an open
string

+ indicates left-hand pizzicato

The ~~ symbol, as first seen in measure 190, is used to indicate a wide quarter-tone vibrato, always
lasting one beat

s.p. indicates sul ponticello; p.s.p indicates poco sul ponticello; s.t. indicates sul tasto;
ord. indicates normal bowing

— > indicates a gradual change from one bow technique to another

Piano:

In movements 1 and 3, the pedal is always down unless specifically indicated otherwise. All
retakes are marked with a new pedal marking.



1. The Weather in Space

Is God being or pure force? The wind

Or what commands it? When our lives slow
And we can hold all that we love, it sprawls
In our laps like a gangly doll. When the storm
Kicks up and nothing is ours, we go chasing
After all we're certain to lose, so alive -

Faces radiant with panic.

2. It & Co.

We are a part of It. Not guests.

Is It us, or what contains us?

How can It be anything but an idea,
Something teetering on the spine

Of the number i? It is elegant

But coy. It avoids the blunt ends

Of our fingers as we point. We

Have gone looking for It everywhere:
In Bibles and bandwidth, blooming
Like a wound from the ocean floor.
Still, It resists the matter of false vs. real.
Unconvinced by our zeal, It is un-
Appeasable. It is like some novels:

Vast and unreadable.

3. Us & Co.

We are here for what amounts to a few hours,
a day at most.
We feel around making sense of the terrain,
our own new limbs,
Bumping up against a herd of bodies
until one becomes home.
Moments sweep past. The grass bends

then learns again to stand.
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