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A TIMBERED CHOIR
I. How long does it take to make the woods?
I1. It is the destruction of the world
I1I. Slowly, they return

Approximate duration: 15 mins

Texts taken from This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems 1979-2012 by Wendell Berry
I. How long does it take to make the woods?

How long does it take to make the woods?

As long as it takes to make the world.

The woods is present as the world is, the presence

of all its past, and of all its time to come.

It is always finished, it is always being made, the act

of its making forever greater than the act of its destruction.

It is part of eternity, for its end and beginning

belong to the end and beginning of all things,

the beginning lost in the end, the end in the beginning. (p. 67) Approx. duration: 4:25 mins

I1. It is the destruction of the world

It is the destruction of the world

in our own lives that drives us

half insane, and more than half.

To destroy that which we were given
in trust: how will we bear it?

It is our own bodies that we give

to be broken, our bodies

existing before and after us

in clod and cloud, worm and tree,

that we, driving or driven, despise

in our greed to live, our haste

to die. To have lost, wantonly,

the ancient forests, the vast grasslands
1s our madness, the presence

in our very bodies of our grief.  (p. 82) Approx. duration: 3:45 mins

Wendell Berry, [texts from 1985-V, 1992-VII] from This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems 1979-2012. Copyright © 2012 by Wendell Berry. Used with the permission of The
Permissions Company, LL.C on behalf of Counterpoint Press, counterpointpress.com. All rights reserved worldwide.



I11. Slowly, they return

Slowly, slowly, they return

To the small woodland let alone:
Great trees, outspreading and upright,
Apostles of the living light.

Patient as stars, they build in air

Tier after tier a timbered choir,

Stout beams upholding weightless grace
Of song, a blessing on this place.

They stand in waiting all around,
Uprisings of their native ground,

Downcomings of the distant light;
They are the advent they await.

Receiving sun and giving shade,
Their life's a benefaction made,
And is a benediction said

Over the living and the dead.

In fall their brightended leaves, released,

Fly down the wind, and we are pleased

To walk on radiance, amazed.

O light come down to earth, be praised! (p.71) Approx. duration: 6:55 mins

Wendell Berry, [texts from 1988-I1, 1986-1] from This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems 1979-2012. Copyright © 2012 by Wendell Berry. Used with the permission of The
Permissions Company, LL.C on behalf of Counterpoint Press, counterpointpress.com. All rights reserved worldwide.



Performance Notes

General tempos have been given throughout each movement, but the conductor is welcome to explore
alternatives toward an expressive and well-paced performance of the entire work.

I. How long does it take to make the woods?

The first movement can be rougly divided into two sections. The first, with its musing on the birth of a
forest, opens with a call and response structure. The second section offers a response by exploring the
cyclical aspect of life (present in both text and music). Aleatoric whispers are intended to help create a
mysterious, supernatural sense to the first movement, as if trees themselves were speaking.

II. It is the destruction of the world

The overall effect of this movement should be one which progresses from a series of raw prophetic
narrations recognizing the self-destructive side of human ambition and industry to one of deep sadness.

a) Narrators should emphasize consonants, and the effect should be like that of Black spoken
word poetry.

b) Aleatoric choral parts, when marked "p", should generally begin as whispers (unvoiced) and gradually
gain depth when marked "f" as they become spoken or shouted (fully voiced). Sprechgesang (song-speech) is
requested on occasion (the approach taken in Alban Berg's opera Wozzeck may be emulated).

c) Noises are intended to continue the natural world conjured in the first movement. Slides should be made
to sound as natural as possible (as naturally occurs when speaking or weeping). Spoken aleatoric choral
parts should emphasize consonants and "w" sounds (wind). In particular, "s" sounds may be slightly
emphasized toward a sinuous shimmering effect.

III. Slowly, they return

For this movement in particular, great care should be given to contrasts in the dynamics and the colors
explored by the choir and organ. Aleatoric whispers should be reminicent of whispers in the first
movement. If third movement is performed as a stand alone piece, these whispers may be omitted.

Program Note

Commissioned by James Beitler and the Marion E. Wade Center (Wheaton, IL) toward its mission of
"cultural engagement and spiritual formation" and premiered by the Wheaton College Concert Choir, A
TIMBERED CHOIR, is a meditation on our connection to the life cycle of trees. It was my aim to create a
work which captures a sense of awe: at the trees which play such an important role in our fragile
ecosystem, at the beauty and life-giving pleasure they provide for us, and at our urgent responsibility to
care for them. In this a three-part tale on the life of trees, the audience is invited to witness an opening
lullaby about the birth of the forest, followed by a desperate lament on the destruction of nature's life-
giving biodiversity, and a concluding celebration of nature's resilience.



Program Note (continued)

This ecologically-themed work explores environmental stewardship - the responsibility that human beings
have to care for our planet. For Christians, this concept has theological roots in the biblical creation
narrative. "And God said, Let us make man in our image...and let them have dominion over the fish of the
sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing
that creepeth upon the earth." (Genesis 1:26, ESV) While at times this verse has been destructively
interpreted as a mandate granting humans the power and permission to abuse the planet through
unfettered industrialism, materialism, and consumerism (etc), a closer reading in the context of the entire
biblical text makes it very clear that this is a mandate to care the earth and the interdependent flourishing
of all its creatures. This is the spirit in which Kentucky poet Wendell Berry unveils his own meditations on
work, rest, and ecological care. When experiencing A TIMBERED CHOIR, I hope audiences are compelled to
ask, "How am I complicit in the destruction of the world?" and "How might I be a daily champion in its
flourishing?"

Poet Bio

Poet, novelist, and environmentalist Wendell Berry lives in Port Royal, Kentucky near his birthplace, where
he has maintained a farm for over 40 years. Mistrustful of technology, he holds deep reverence for the land
and is a staunch defender of agrarian values. He is the author of over 50 books of poetry, fiction, and essays.
His poetry celebrates the holiness of life and everyday miracles often taken for granted. In 2016, Berry was
awarded the Ivan Sandrof Lifetime Achievement Award by the National Books Critics Circle. In 2010,
Barack Obama awarded him with the National Humanities Medal. Berry’s other honors include the T.S.
Eliot Prize, the Aiken Taylor Award for poetry, the John Hay Award of the Orion Society, and the Richard C.
Holbrooke Distinguished Achievement Award of the Dayton Literary Peace Prize. Berry’s poetry collections
include This Day: Collected & New Sabbath Poems (2014), Given (2005), A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath
Poems 1979-1997, Entries: Poems (1994), Traveling at Home (1989), The Selected Poems of Wendell Berry
(1988), Collected Poems 1957-1982 (1985), Clearing (1977), There Is Singing Around Me (1976), and The
Broken Ground (1964). Taken from https:/www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/wendell-berry on 2.20.25

Composer Bio

Known for his energetic rhythms, rich harmonic language, and striking colors, award-winning composer
Josh Rodriguez (b. 1982) continues to gain recognition as an emerging composer and collaborator on a
national and international scale. Born in Argentina and raised in Guatemala, Mexico and the United
States, Rodriguez’s musical imagination has been formed by this bilingual, multicultural heritage. He
collaborates regularly with theatre and film directors and has received several notable concert
commissions in a wide range of musical genres. Rodriguez (ASCAP) serves as Associate Professor of Music
Theory and Composition at Elmhurst University. His music is published by Walton Music, Murphy Music
Press, and J. W. Pepper and can be found on YouTube, Bandcamp, Instagram, Spotify, and
www.joshrodriguezmusic.com/
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A TIMBERED CHOIR
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1. How long does it take to make the woods?
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How long does it take to make the woods?
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2. It 1s the destruction of the world
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*Aleatoric choral parts should also emphasize consonants and "w" sounds (wind) with depth being given

as volume is increased. As depth is given, words should sound like moaning and weeping; this effect

can be partly accomplished by "sighing" (sliding down ) at the end of the words (to make a falling/signing sound).

In particular "s" can be stretched for sinuous shimmering effect. Singers should also vary the register of their speaking.
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It is the destruction of the world

pleading, reasoning (whispers)
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16 It is the destruction of the world
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