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TEXT 

 
‘The singers and workers that never handled the air’ 

—Gwendolyn Brooks 
From a dream of summer, of absinthe, 
I woke to winter. Carol singers 
decked the halls of some long-lost homeland. 
Late-night shoppers and drowsy workers 
headed for the train. 
																																				So the night that 
you died was two-faced, June light never 
far from mind though snow fell. I handled 
grief like molten sunshine, learned to breathe 
your high lithe ghost song from thinnest air. 

Paula Meehan 

 

 
PROGRAMME NOTE 
Meehan’s meditation on death uses an extraordinary metaphor: to grieve is like learning a song. 
The dead sing quietly. We inhale their songs from the air and !nd their meaning only gradually. 
A mere fragment from the poem’s !nal sentence is set to music: I (…), learned to breathe your (…) 
ghost song (…). These seven words are again fragmented into four phrases: I learned your song, I 
breathe your ghost, I learned to breathe, I breathe song. The mourner teaches the melody in 
phrases. These phrases are pieced together until the full phrase is heard. This new understanding 
heralds the true song in a full-blooded climax. When this subsides, we hear that the mourner has 
learned the words to the Ghost Song. 

 

Performance Time: c. 4 mins 
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*cue-sized	notes:	some	singers	gently	undulate

between	these	notes	for	duration	of	held	chord,	independent	tempi
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