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Songs from a Quaker Heart 
music by Pamela J. Marshall 
poems by Marian Kaplun Shapiro 
for SATB chorus and piano 

Dedication 

With many thanks to the Arlington-Belmont Chamber Chorus and their director 
Barry Singer for commissioning this music in 2016 

Composer’s Notes 

“Songs from a Quaker Heart” began with my discovery of Marian’s poetry. When I 
started working with Barry on this commission, I wanted to work with a local poet. I 
found Marian’s poetry book “Players in the Dream, Dreamers in the Play” in the local 
authors collection at Cary Library. These short poems lent themselves to developing 
musical textures reflecting mood as well as the text. Quiet, leaves, seasons — these 
recurring motifs led me to select these poems. 

Some of the poems are very short. “Life, In Conjunction” has eight different words, 
repeated. I used the idea of pattern with a different pitch for each of the eight 
words. 

Another short poem is “Spring Sunlight”. Marian has encapsulated the idea of 
growth/decay in just a few words. But each line is so short!, and the contrasts need 
to confront each other. It took me a while to find a musical treatment lasting longer 
than 30 seconds. My setting dwells on each pair of contrasts, developing a mood 
and texture for each pair. Then there’s a shape-shifting in the last two lines as the 
rhythm changes and the action spills into the last line, which I highlight with a 
surprise chord change. 

The poem “Leaves” feels both nostalgic about the passing of the seasons and angry 
about the disruptions of bad weather. As the text proceeds from nostalgia into 
frustration, I begin to set the words as a spoken chant, instead of a nostalgic song.  

In “Quaker Meeting” the key thought of the poem is quiet serenity. I gave it a long 
introduction to establish the quiet mood. In addition to the poem’s words, Marian 
provided a paragraph of text about the awesome experience of a Quaker meeting. 
This is what the singers whisper. My challenge was shaping a musical climax, in the 
middle of the quiet, for the brief, transcendent line of “like the spirit, free to come 
in”. 

Finally, “House Oratorio” is just plain fun. Singing appliances simply needed to be set 
to music. Each appliance gets a particular melody, layered in an ever-changing 
texture. Are they talking to each other, or just the soundscape of a house? 

Duration: approx 9.5 minutes 

First performance: “Not Quite Winter Concert” by the Arlington-Belmont Chamber 
Chorus, Barry Singer, Music Director, December 4, 2016 at Payson Park Church in 
Belmont, MA 

www.spindrift.com
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1. Before (The) After
(Quaker Meeting)
Quiet.

Door open.  Bird sings.

Quiet.

Bird sings.  Tree

sways.  Breeze

bends branches.

Quiet.

You rise.

Consider the leaf,

you say, that’s blown

through the door.  Like

the spirit, free to come in.

You sit.

Quiet.

Quieter.

2. Life
and     but     why     if     when     or     how     not

not     how     if     why     but     and     or

if     and     or     why     but     how

     why     if     but     how     and

but     and     why     if

and     but     why

and     but

and

and

and

and

and

Poems by Marian Kaplun Shapiro

3. Leaves
parachuting through the cross-

winds of autumn, dancing
on remembrances of hurricanes

and summer thunderstorms
and spring drenchings and late-

May hail, and last March’s
final blizzard and on intimations of

this winter’s January ice-rain/
snow-showers and puffy mattresses

of softest whitewhitewhite
without surcease.  November.  You

are leaving.          December.
You have left.  Where have you gone,

my friend?  Where have you
gone?

4. Spring Sunlight
Green leaves growing
Photograph fading

Hair greying
Forsythia yellowing

Turtles mating
Candlestick tarnishing

Sparrow waking
me. You sleeping.

5. Christmas Oratorio
House quiet

No one home

It’s our time at last, sings Refrigerator,
a baritone. Clock adds her gentle castanet.
Light Bulb takes up his drone. Mischievous
Wind picks up her flute. A playful trill, while
Raindrop taps its metronome on the patio.
Oil burner growls its deep ground bass.
Computer enters on middle C, delivering an email.
iphone echoes him an octave higher.

Wait! Is that a child calling from the sidewalk?

“Leaves” and “Life” from Players in the Dream, Dreamers in the Play 
(Plain View Press, 2006), other poems from poet’s manuscript. 
All poems copyright Marian Kaplun Shapiro. 
Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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Some whisper from the paragraph of text,

others hum any pitch.
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∑

poem by Marian Kaplun Shapiro

Text for whispering. Choose any phrases:

How wonderful – how literally awesome – it is to sit among others, known and

strangers, silently going inward seeking a place of light and spirit. 

On the way, we pass the detritus of everyday life: our schedules, our bills, our problems,

leaving them on the side of the road for that hour. 

We are so fortunate when those feelings and thoughts that really matter float up to take

their place. 

The words you find can be any of these – the ones you hope to discard, the ones you

come to, some or all of them. They are yours. Uniquely, yours.

music by Pamela J. Marshall
1. Quaker Meeting

for the Arlington-Belmont Chamber Chorus
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Selected Music by Pamela J. Marshall
Orchestra
 Triptoe Suite (2222-4221, 1pc, timp, strings) in 4 mvts
 Through the Mist (2222-2220, harp, 3pc, timp, strings) in 3 mvts
 A chill wind in autumn (solo voice, 2222-4221-3pc, strings)
 Traditional Christmas (treble chorus or soloist, 2222-4221, harp, 3pc, timp, strings)
 Three Appalachian Carols (2222-4231, harp, 2pc, timp, strings)

Keyboard
 Suite for harpsichord or piano
 For piano: Daydream, Stomp, Imagine That Time Stops
 Wordless Prayer for piano or organ
 Playbook (Pacem Student Composing Project) for piano

Vocal
 Deepest Shade for SATB chorus
 The Future of Life for SATB chorus, trombone, piano
 Shepherds and Angels for SATB chorus, violin, harp, tamborine
 Weaving the World for SATB chorus, oboe, piano
 Windshine for SATB chorus and cello
 Wordless Prayer for SATB chorus

 The Bee Song for SSAA or SATB chorus, piano
 Grand grand mother is returning for SSAA or SATB chorus, piano

 Body and Soul Vol.1 for mezzo-soprano and string trio
 Body and Soul Vol.2 for soprano, flute, cello, piano
 Ariel’s Songs for high or medium voice and piano
 Remember the Old Songs for high voice and piano
 Sky's Mirror for voice and cello
 A chill wind in autumn for voice and piano

Strings
 Arcanum for solo violin, Soliloquy for solo cello
 Elusive Sleep for cello and piano
 Pascal’s Theorems for cello and doublebass
 Truth Becoming for string quartet
 Soliloquy for cello
 Rising for viola
 Quinteto sobre las poemas de Carlos Pintado for violin, viola, cello, doublebass, piano
 Through the Mist for flute, violin, harp or guitar

Winds & Brass
 Poetry-Inspired solos for flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, horn
 Enchanted for oboe and chamber orchestra or piano
 Wanderer for brass quintet
 Resonances for alto saxophone, trumpet, 2 trombones, percussion
 Waves and Fountains for oboe, horn, piano
 “wild horn whose voice the woodland fills” for 8 horns
 Black Bear Dance for horn quartet (or choir) and drums
 Zoa for flute and harp

Recordings
 Through the Mist, Ravello Records. Chamber music for winds, strings, harp
 Visit www.spindrift.com for complete list. Demos available for many titles

38 Dexter Road Lexington MA  02420-3304 USA
www.spindrift.com  info@spindrift.com  781-862-0884
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