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The Drift of Melancholy

I.  Boulevard du Montparnasse

Once, in a doorway in Paris, I saw

the most beautiful couple in the world.

They were each the single most beautiful thing in the world.

She would have been sixteen, perhaps; he twenty.

Their skin was the same shade of black: like a shiny Steinway.

And they stood there like the four-legged instrument

of a passion so grand one could barely imagine them

ever working, or eating, or reading a magazine.

Even they could hardly believe it.

Her hands gripped his belt loops, as they found each other’s eyes,

because beauty like this must be held onto,

could easily run away on the power

of his long, lean thighs; or the tiny feet of her laughter.

I thought: now I will write a poem,

set in a doorway on the Boulevard du Montparnasse,

in which the brutishness of time

rates only a mention; I will say simply

that if either one should ever love another,

a greater beauty shall not be the cause.

(Copyright © 1994 by Mary Jo Salter)

From Sunday Skaters.  Published by Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1994

II.  Summer 1983

None of us remembers these, the days

when passing strangers adored us at first sight,

just for living, or for strolling down the street;

praised all our given names; begged us to smile...

you, too, in a little while,

my darling, will have lost all this,

asked for a kiss will give one, and learn

how love dooms us to earn

love once we can speak of it.

(Copyright © 1989 by Mary Jo Salter)

From Unfinished Painting.  Published by Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1989
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III.  Absolute September

How hard it is to take September

straight - not as a harbinger

of something harder.

Merely like suds in the air, cool scent

scrubbed clean of meaning - or innocent

of the cold thing coldly meant.

How hard the heart tugs at the end

of summer, and longs to haul it in

when it flies out of hand

at the prompting of the first mild breeze.

It leaves us by degrees

only, but for one who sees

summer as an absolute,

Pure State of Light and Heat, the height 

to which one cannot raise a doubt,

as soon as one leaf’s off the tree

no day following can fall free

of the drift of melancholy. 

(Copyright © 1999 by Mary Jo Salter)

From A Kiss in Space.  Published by Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 2000
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This work was composed at the request of 

Joel Sachs for the New Juilliard Ensemble 

with a grant from 

The Margrét Björgólfsdóttir Memorial Fund in Iceland. 

The score is written in C

Sharps and flats apply only to the notes they precede

Duration: 20 min.

Instrumentation:

 Flute

 Oboe

 Clarinet in Bb 

Bassoon

Horn in F

Trumpet in C

Trombone

Percussion (2 players)*

Harp

Piano

2 Violins

Viola

Cello

Contrabass

Perc. 1:

 

Marimba, Maracas (low), Triangle (susp.), 4 Wood Blocks (low to high), 

Temple Blocks, Medium Cymbal (susp.).

Perc. 2:

 

Vibraphone, Finger Cymbal (susp.), Large Cymbal (susp.), Bongos, Congas.
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1. Boulevard du Montparnasse

The Drift of Melancholy

Three Poems by Mary Jo Salter

To Joel Sachs and the New Juilliard Ensemble

Snorri Sigfús Birgisson, 2006/2008/2014
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