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Lorraine Hunt Lieberson

sings

Peter Lieberson

Neruda Songs

Boston Symphony Orchestra

James Levine, conductor
1. Si no fuera porque tus ojos tienen color de luna 5:04

(If your eyes were not the color of the moon)

2. Amor, amor, las nubes a la torre del cielo 5:48

(Love, love, the clouds went up the tower of the sky)

3. No estés lejos de mí un solo día, porque cómo 6:23

(Don't go far off, not even for a day, because—)

4. Ya eres mía. Reposa con tu sueño en mi sueño 7:26

(And now you're mine. Rest with your dream in my dream)

5. Amor mío, si muero y tú no mueres 7:10

(My love, if I die and you don't—)

Lorraine Hunt-Lieberson:

July 1997: We fall in love.

August 1997: Peter is drawn to the bright pink paperback with orange dots displayed on the rack in the gift shop at the Albuquerque airport. It is a collection of Pablo Neruda's 100 Love Sonnets. He thinks, “I must set some of these for Lorraine.”

December 1997: We read some of the sonnets together in bed. I also read them in Spanish to Peter.

Out of 100 sonnets—how could we ever begin to choose? But Peter does choose, perfectly and beautifully.

A commission follows from the LA Philharmonic, which is then shared by the Boston Symphony Orchestra. The seed has sprouted. During the winter and spring of 2005 the leaves and buds appear, and finally the full flower of the songs bloom in April. Peter orchestrates the songs in a small town called Abadiania, in the heart of Brazil.

May 2005: The premiere in Los Angeles. Such a feeling in the hall of joy, happiness, and love streaming everywhere. Later we perform the songs in November with the BSO and Jimmy Levine, and they are recorded live.

I hope you love these songs as much as we do.

–May 2006

Peter Lieberson:

Lorraine and I had nine wonderful years together. Sometimes we would cry in each other’s arms out of gratitude that we had finally found one another. We knew that time was precious and so we wasted very little time on any squabbling. We were hardly ever apart. We had a simple and intimate life together whether in the midst of great cities or our secluded life in Santa Fe. 

When Lorraine became very ill, we often just held hands without speaking. She was truly prepared and when she passed away it was without any clinging.

I loved Lorraine completely and I have never felt so completely loved.

And now, my love, my love, I remind myself again and again that “this love has not ended...it is like a long river, only changing lands and changing lips.”

–July 2006

The composer Peter Lieberson met the singer Lorraine Hunt during rehearsals for the world premiere of Lieberson’s opera Ashoka’s Dream, at the Santa Fe Opera, in 1997. That summer marked the onset of a great love affair—and also a significant artistic collaboration—between the two. Their backgrounds were dissimilar, at least on the surface. Hunt was a Northern Californian, the child of two Bay Area music teachers. She made her reputation as a singer of Baroque repertory, especially of Bach cantatas and Handel operas. Lieberson descended from East Coast musical royalty; his father, Goddard Lieberson, was the longtime head of Columbia Records, and he studied twelve-tone composition and other advanced postwar styles with such stern masters as Milton Babbitt and Charles Wuorinen. Yet neither artist conformed to stereotype. Lieberson’s music brimmed with harmonies of sensuous, almost decadent allure, and his mastery of Tibetan Buddhist practice gave him an unusual aura in the rational-mined corridors of academic composition. Hunt, for her part, was a singer with a player’s brain; before taking up singing full time, she played viola in the Berkeley Symphony and in the Bay Area string quartet Novaj Kordoj, which specialized in new scores. The two moved ever closer in temperament once they became a couple. She became a leading exponent of contemporary opera, an interpreter fearlessly committed to realizing composers’ visions. He seemed to internalize the radiance of his wife’s voice, even when he worked in instrumental forms.

Neruda Songs, a setting of five love sonnets by the great Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, represents the final fusion of these two distinctive American sensibilities. It is music of uncommon warmth, recalling the vocal luxury of Baroque arias in the melismatic elaboration of single syllables over many notes, and, at times, a sensual touch of flamenco singing or the blues. At the same time, it is music of uncommon refinement, from which everything extraneous has been taken away. Although it was composed in spontaneous fashion, it retains the motivic concentration of the more systematic music that Lieberson wrote in his youth. The opening moments of the score, with lower strings, harp, and winds intertwining in vine-like patterns, are marked “sultry, languid,” and those words establish the mood of the cycle as a whole. Along the way, there are some passages of rapid, even frantic movement, as in the second song, when winds and muted trumpets ripple upward to a brilliant, piercing chord, in keeping with Neruda’s image of clouds going “up the tower of the sky / like triumphant washerwomen.” In the fourth song, maracas strike up a slow-dancing bossa-nova rhythm, as the poetry speaks of a night that “turns on its invisible wheels.” But, for the most part, the music has the feeling of one of those golden summer afternoons when the world seems to reach a point of magical equilibrium, and we want to slow down time so that it does not end so quickly.

Lorraine Hunt Lieberson died on July 3, 2006, at the age of fifty-two, a little over a year after she gave the premiere performances of Neruda Songs. In her last years, as she struggled with illness, she repeatedly sang texts that spoke of suffering and mortality, but there was nothing self-indulgent in her delivery of them. No subject is, after all, more universal that the fear of death. Very often, her message seemed to be: Have no fear. At the end of the Neruda cycle, the poet is pleading with his lover to not mourn his passing, and the music ends in a state of utmost tranquility, with an ethereal insistence on the word “Amor.” It is hard now to not hear this as a message to posterity. Those of us who were deeply affected by this artist have many recordings by which to remember her, and, perhaps more importantly, we have the example of her life, which teaches us to do what we do — whether it is singing or playing or writing or any other calling — with more simplicity, more honesty, more heart. Listening to a live recording of Neruda Songs in the sad weeks after the singer’s death, I took solace in that thought. What was hard to bear, though, was the happy roar that went up from the crowd when it was over. For it was no longer possible to make the noise of gratitude. And that, in the end, is all we want to say to the artists who have moved us most: Thank you.

—Alex Ross, October 2006

Each of the five poems that I set to music seemed to me to reflect a different face in love’s mirror. The first poem, “If your eyes were no the color of the moon,” is pure appreciation of the beloved. The second, “Love, love, the clouds went up the tower of the sky like triumphant washerwomen,” is joyful and also mysterious in its evocation of nature’s elements: fire, water, wind, and luminous space. The third poem, “Don’t go far off, not even for a day,” reflects the anguish of love, the fear and pain of separation. The fourth poem, “And now you’re mine. Rest with your dream in my dream,” is complex in its emotional tone. First there is the exultance of passion. Then, gentle, soothing words lead the beloved into the world of rest, sleep, and dream. Finally, the fifth poem, “My love, if I die and you don’t,” is very sad and peaceful at the same time. There is the recognition that no matter how blessed one is with love, there will still be a time when we must part from those whom we cherish so much. Still, Neruda reminds one that love has not ended. In truth there is no real death to love nor even a birth: “It is like a long river, only changing lands, and changing lips.” I am so grateful for Neruda’s beautiful poetry, for although these poems were written to another, when I set them I was speaking directly to my own beloved, Lorraine.

–Peter Lieberson

Poems by Pablo Neruda

Translated by Stephen Tapscott

VIII

Si no fuera porque tus ojos tienen color de luna,

de día con arcilla, con trabajo, con fuego,

y aprisionada tienes la agilidad del aire,

si no fuera porque eres una semana de ámbar,

si no fuera porque eres el momento Amarillo

en que el otoño sube por las enredaderas

y eres aún el pan que la luna fragante

elabora paseando su harina por el cielo,

oh, bienamada, yo no te amaría!

En tu abrazo yo abrazo lo que existe,

la arena, el tiempo, el árbol de la lluvia,

y todo vive para que yo viva:

sin ir tan lejos puedo verb todo:

veo en tu vida todo lo viviente.

VIII

If your eyes were not the color of the moon,

of a day full of clay, and work, and fire,

if even held in you did not move in agile grace like the air,

if you were not an amber week,

not the yellow moment

when autumn climbs up through the vines;

if you were not that bread the fragrant moon

kneads, sprinkling its flour across the sky,

oh, my dearest, I could not love you so!

But when I hold you I hold everything that is—

sand, time, the tree of the rain,

everything is alive so that I can be alive:

without moving I can see it all:

in your life I see everything that lives.

XXIV

Amor, amor, las nubes a la torre del cielo

subieron como triunfantes lavanderas,

y todo ardió en azul, todo fue estrella:

el mar, la nave, el día se desterraron juntos.

Ven a ver los cerezos del agua constelada

y la clave redonda del rápido universo,

ven a tocar el fuego del azul instantáneo,

ven antes de que sus pétalos se consuman.

No hay aquí sino iuz, cantidades, racimos,

espacio abierto por las virtudes del viento

hasta entregar los últimos secretos de la espuma.

Y entre tantos azules celestes, sumergidos,

se pierden nuestros ojos adivinando apenas

los poderes del aire, las llaves submarinas.

XXIV

Love, love, the clouds went up the tower of the sky

like triumphant washerwomen, and it all

glowed in blue, all like a single star,

the sea, the ship, the day were all exiled together.

Come see the cherries of the water in the weather,

the round key to the universe, which is so quick:

come touch the fire of this momentary blue,

before its petals wither.

There's nothing here but light, quantities, clusters,

space opened by the graces of the wind

till it gives up the final secret of the foam.

Among so many blues—heavenly blues, sunken blues—

our eyes are a little confused: they can hardly divine

the powers of the air, the keys to the secrets in the sea.

XLV

No estés lejos de mí un solo día, porque cómo,

porque, no sé decirlo, es largo el día,

y te estaré esperando como en las estaciones

cuando en alguna parte se durmieron los trenes.

No te vayas por una hora porque entonces

en esa hora se juntan las gotas del desvelo

y tal vez todo el humo que anda buscando casa

venga a matar aún mi corazón perdido.

Ay que no se quebrante tu silueta en la arena,

ay que no vuelen tus párpados en la ausencia:

no te vayas por un minuto, bienamada,

porque en ese minuto te habrás ido tan lejos

que yo cruzaré toda la tierra preguntando

si volverás o si me dejarás muriendo.

XLV

Don't go far off, not even for a day, because—

because—I don't know how to say it: a day is long

and I will be waiting for you, as in an empty station

when the trains are parked off somewhere else, asleep.

Don't leave me, even for an hour, because

then the little drops of anguish will all run together,

the smoke that roams looking for a home will drift

into me, choking my lost heart.

Oh, may your silhouette never dissolve on the beach;

may your eyelids never flutter into the empty distance.

Don't leave me for a second, my dearest,

because in that moment you'll have gone so far

I'll wander mazily over all the earth, asking,

Will you come back? Will you leave me here, dying?

LXXXI

Ya eres mía. Reposa con tu sueño en mi sueño.

Amor, dolor, trabajos, deben dormir ahora.

Gira la noche sobre sus invisibles ruedas

y junto a mí eres pura como el ámbar dormido.

Ninguna más, amor, dormirá con mis sueños.

Irás, iremos juntos por las aguas del tiempo.

Ninguna viajará por la sombra conmigo,

sólo tú, siempreviva, siempre sol, siempre luna.

Ya tus manos abrieron los puños delicados

y dejaron caer suaves signos sin rumbo,

tus ojos se cerraron como dos alas grises,

mientras yo sigo el agua que llevas y me lleva:

la noche, el mundo, el viento devanan su destino,

y ya no soy sin ti sino sólo tu sueño.

LXXXI

And now you're mine. Rest with your dream in my dream.

Love and pain and work should all sleep, now.

The night turns on its invisible wheels,

and you are pure beside me as a sleeping amber.

No one else, Love, will sleep in my dreams. You will go,

we will go together, over the waters of time.

No one else will travel through the shadows with me,

only you, evergreen, ever sun, ever moon.

Your hands have already opened their delicate fists

and let their soft drifting signs drop away;

your eyes closed like two gray wings, and I move

after, following the folding water you carry, that carries

me away. The night, the world, the wind spin out their destiny.

Without you, I am your dream, only that, and that is all.

XCII

Amor mío, si muero y tú no mueres,

amor mío, si mueres y no muero,

no demos al dolor más territorio:

no hay extensión como la que vivimos.

Polvo en el trigo, arena en las arenas

el tiempo, el agua errante, el viento vago

nos llevó como grano navegante.

Pudimos no encontrarnos en el tiempo.

Esta pradera en que nos encontramos,

oh pequeño infinito! devolvemos.

Pero este amor, amor, no ha terminado,

y así como no tuvo nacimiento

no tiene muerte, es como un largo río,

sólo cambia de tierras y de labios.

XCII

My love, if I die and you don't—,

My love, if you die and I don't—,

let's not give grief an even greater field.

No expanse is greater than where we live.

Dust in the wheat, sand in the deserts,

time, wandering water, the vague wind

swept us on like sailing seeds.

We might not have found one another in time.

This meadow where we find ourselves,

O little infinity! we give it back.

But Love, this love has not ended:

just as it never had a birth, it has

no death: it is like a long river,

only changing lands, and changing lips.
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