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Abstract 
 
 How To Go On is a thirty-five minute work for a cappella choir composed by Dale 

Trumbore from 2015 to 2017. Since its premiere, How To Go On has been performed by notable 

choral ensembles including The Esoterics, the Harvard-Radcliffe Collegium Musicum, the Los 

Angeles Master Chorale, The Singers: Minnesota Choral Artists, and Webster University’s 

Chamber Singers. The work was awarded the ASCAP Morton Gould Young Composer Award in 

2017. 

 This dissertation serves as an analysis and conductor’s guide for this work through the 

fulfillment of several purposes: a detailed and thorough investigation into the background and 

history behind the work including its conception and commission, a comprehensive analysis of 

the texts chosen for the work developed through textual exegesis and interviews with the three 

living poets, an investigation into Trumbore’s integration of text and music developed through a 

conductor’s analysis of the score including the Julius Hereford method of bar analysis, and the 

preparation of a conductor’s guide for rehearsal and performance, based in part on interviews 

with conductors who have performed the work. 
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Introduction 
 

Background and Origins  

How To Go On was commissioned by Brandon Elliot and the Choral Arts Initiative in 

2015. At the time Trumbore was interested in recording an album of her work, and Elliot was 

interested in recording an album with the Choral Arts Initiative. He requested a large-scale work 

be included on the album, and Trumbore was interested in writing a secular requiem for choir. 

For a large portion of the composition of the work, Trumbore engaged in a two-week artist’s 

residency at the Brush Creek Foundation for the Arts in Saratoga, Wyoming. A majority of How 

To Go On was composed there. It was completed at Trumbore’s home in Los Angeles. The work 

was premiered in Anaheim, California on July 16, 2016 and the recorded album was released in 

January of the following year.1 

Need for the Study 

Despite Trumbore’s significant compositional output, there is very little in the way of 

formal research of her work. Her oeuvre at the time of this writing consists of over seventy 

compositions for choir, orchestra, chamber ensemble, solo voice, and various combinations. Her 

output is primarily choral. How To Go On is a relatively new work that, while having been 

recorded commercially by the Choral Arts Initiative and performed by several noteworthy 

American choral ensembles, has yet to enter the mainstream of American choral performances. 

Scored for SSAATTBB a cappella chorus with soloists, this is Trumbore’s first multi-movement 

masterwork for choir and it is the composition that she is quoted as being most proud of to date.  

An in-depth analysis of the melodic, harmonic and rhythmic language, the formal 

structure, and the texts and their expressive setting to music will provide context for Trumbore’s 

 
1 Dale Trumbore and Brandon Elliot, interview by author, Los Angeles, December 14, 2019. 
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compositional style that should offer greater insight into her works and appropriate performance 

practice. Additionally, it is hoped that the study and analysis of this piece will inspire new 

performance interest in this masterwork. 

Delimitations 

 The research of this dissertation focuses on the musical, textural and formal elements of 

the singular work How To Go On. While the composer’s writing style within the work is 

addressed, as well as certain general compositional traits that may have influenced the work’s 

creation and development, it is not the intention of this research to provide a summative analysis 

of the composer’s overall compositional style as it may pertain to other works in her oeuvre.  

 The texts of each movement have been analyzed, including the incorporation of 

qualitative primary source material in the form of interviews with the three poets, however this 

analysis does not include an exhaustive review of each poet’s writing style nor delineate each 

poet’s literary output.  

 In interviewing the various choral conductors who have performed How To Go On, the 

primary purpose was to understand each conductor’s approach and interpretation of the work, 

especially with regards to movement order and pedagogical challenges. It is not the intention of 

this research to provide an exhaustive list of performance considerations made by each 

conductor, nor is it the intent to provide a comparative analysis of each conductor’s 

interpretation of the work.  

 How To Go On is a multi-movement work in which the conductor may arrange the 

movements in any order. The conductor’s guide portion of this document includes a comparative 

analysis of three possible movement arrangements, including the benefits and challenges 

inherent in each. The purpose of this comparative analysis is to inspire and cultivate informed 
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programming decisions for performance. It is not the intention of this research to advocate for or 

endorse any specific movement order to be superior over other arrangements. The author 

recognizes that artistic or formulaic choices made by the conductor in this regard are purely 

subjective. For the purpose of correspondence with the published score, the discussion and 

analysis of the movements in this document coincides with the movement order in the published 

score. 

Sources 

How To Go On is a relatively new composition by a relatively new and emerging 

American composer. As previously mentioned, no formal research has as yet been conducted on 

Trumbore or her works. The texts that she selected to set to music were written by three living 

poets who, although well-known in the literary community, have had little research conducted 

about them or their literature. The predominant primary sources therefore are in the form of 

interviews. These include interviews of the composer as well as all three poets. Interviews were 

conducted by the author for the expressed purpose of this research. Other sources include 

previous interviews in various formats including written articles, web blogs, podcasts, and 

interview transcripts, writings by the composer, articles and reviews of How To Go On, and 

various audio recordings of How To Go On. 

 Part of the analysis of the overall formal structure of the work includes a comparison of 

various movement orderings and the artistic, narrative, and pedagogical consequences of each. 

For this purpose, interviews were conducted by the author of several leading choral conductors 

in the field who have prepared or performed the work.  
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Textual Analysis 

 Chapter one is an analysis of the texts chosen for the work. Thorough understanding of 

text is a critical and primary element for the performance of any choral work. Each text’s author, 

original non-musical intention, the larger work from which it came, poetic and literary devices, 

and interpretation are used to more thoroughly understand their place in How To Go On. The 

composer’s commentary on textual intention is incorporated into all applicable analysis and 

performance suggestions.  

Musical Analysis 

 Chapter two contains a musical analysis of How To Go On, which consists of a thorough 

investigation into the formal structure, melodic and harmonic content, tonal landscape, 

orchestration, textural interpretation, expressive elements, motivic ideas, and rhythmic 

constructs. The analysis of each movement is based on the Julius Herford method of bar 

analysis.2 

Performance Considerations 

 Chapter three contains practical considerations for the choral conductor who intends to 

rehearse and perform How To Go On. It is built upon the textual and musical analyses presented 

beforehand. The performer’s guide includes considerations of rhythmic constructs, tempo and 

meter markings, and ensemble configuration as well as suggestions for preparation and 

performance. This chapter concludes with a discussion of three sample movement order 

arrangements and their inherent qualities, including derived narrative components, transitions 

between movements, and resulting overall formal structure.  

 

 
2 Harold Decker and Julius Herford, Choral Conducting Symposium, 2nd ed., ed. Harold A. Decker and Julius 
Herford (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pearson, 1988). 
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Chapter 1. Textual Analysis 
 

The texts of How To Go On are drawn from seven poems or poem excerpts written by 

contemporary, living American poets. The poems share a general theme that centers on death, 

grief, loss, bereavement, and what happens when we die. As a self-proclaimed agnostic, 

Trumbore has spoken openly about struggling with the idea of her mortality. Her intention was to 

compose a piece involving texts and music that moved through the various emotions of grief, 

reflected the emotional and psychological experiences of grief, loss and death, and could also be 

used as a tool to help other people move through their own journey through these emotions. 

Additionally, she wanted to create a work that was intellectually open and accessible to the 

widest possible audience and that did not align to any single religious or spiritual belief system. 

Trumbore wanted a sense of openness that left room for each listener’s background to be brought 

into the piece.3 She sought out poetry that was simple, clear and universal in its language, but yet 

contained multi-layered derivations of meaning. Although Trumbore describes How To Go On as 

a secular requiem, there are no liturgical requiem texts present. 

How/Knowing the End 

 The texts Trumbore uses for the movements “How” and “Knowing the End” are identical 

and are excerpted from the same poem, Some Fine Day by Barbara Crooker. This poem was 

originally published in the Summer 2007 issue of The Pittsburgh Quarterly. It was written 

shortly after Crooker experienced the death of a close friend in the springtime due to a terminal 

disease. Trumbore excerpted only one line of the poem for use in How To Go On, indicated in 

bold below. Although only one line from the poem is excerpted, an exegesis of the poem in full 

 
3 Dale Trumbore, interview by author, Los Angeles, December 15, 2019. 
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will lead to greater understanding of the excerpted line, it’s context, and the motivation of 

Trumbore’s selection for her work.  

Yesterday, all the stars were in their proper places.  1 
The earth was waiting to turn green, the peach   
tree about to blossom, tint the air pink, bring 
in the bees. One phone call, and everything 
shifts, a longtime friend’s suddenly terminal,   5 
his body turning on his heart and lungs. 
I don’t want to open the door 
to blossoming yard, the cotton candy air, 
songs of newly returned birds. 
I want to roll up the fake backdrop     10 
of the hopeful blue sky, call back 
the days of steady rain, let the coldness 
linger. How can we go on, knowing the end  
of the story? The lawn greens up anyway, 
tossing out its thin curls of cellophane,   15 
the lining for a basket of pastel eggs, 
pink and blue and gold, we already know 
are cracked.4 

 
 The poem is freeform and written in both singular and plural first person. It can be 

compartmented into three sections. Lines one through four describe the “yesterday;” the time 

before the loss. Visual depictions of springtime, including the spring-related colors of green and 

pink, illustrate a “proper” world and the potential for life to burst forth, “turn” or “blossom.” The 

persona is prepared to welcome spring and invite it in. Starting in the middle of line four, tragedy 

strikes. News of the friend with a terminal illness is discovered in a phone call. The beginning of 

this sentence is placed strategically in the middle of the line to disrupt the flow of the poem. 

Even the manner in which the news is received—by way of a phone—introduces a man-made 

object which does not belong in the pastoral scene, making the news feel all the more jarring and 

launching the subject back to reality and the time-consciousness of modern life. Depression sets 

in at line seven through twelve and the subject’s view of springtime and nature changes, despite 

 
4 Barbara Crooker, Some Fine Day, email message to the author, September 27, 2019. 
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the continued “blossoming” and “newly returned birds.” The idyllic scene suddenly appears fake, 

unwanted and meaningless, like artificial set pieces on a stage, their meaning blurred through the 

lens of tragedy. The poet calls for the rain and cold to return and for a regression back into 

winter. 

 At this moment the line emerges that Trumbore excerpts for her work. Several significant 

elements make this line profound and most fitting for Trumbore to use. It is the only question 

asked in the entire poem, and it is suddenly philosophical in nature. Also notable is the last word 

of the previous sentence, “linger,” which is placed after the line break, followed by a period, and 

directly preceding this question. This causes the reader to pause and actually “linger” with the 

eyes before reading the question, thus having a greater impact when it arrives. The question itself 

marks a transition from the description of exterior, tangible objects viewed outwardly to an 

inward turning of mind. Another striking shift at this line is from first person singular to first 

person plural. The subject’s experience up to this point has been personal and solitary, but 

suddenly expands to “we,” acknowledging the universal, shared experience of grief and struggle 

with death that is inherent in all humankind.  

 The final four lines of the poem indifferently snap the reader back to reality. The “green” 

lawn described in the beginning returns, continuing its process of growth, unaffected by the 

tragedy. This is the realization by the persona that life will go on. The final scene of cellophane 

grass, a basket and pastel eggs is a reference to Easter and also to new and renewed life. The 

colors of the eggs mirror the colors of the sky and peach tree blossoms mentioned in the 

beginning of the poem. The cracked eggs signify the brokenness and fragility of life, but also the 

acknowledgement that a cracked shell is required for new birth and for the emergence from a 

dark, quiet, solitary place to the colorful and communal place outside in the world.  
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However Difficult 

 The text for this movement is an excerpt of a larger poem titled “Autumn Musings,” by 

Vermont-based poet Laura Foley. It was published in 2006 in Mapping the Fourth Dimension. 

This collection of poems meditates on the death of the poet’s husband. In similar fashion as the 

discussion of Some Fine Day above, the bolded text below indicates the portion of the poem 

excerpted for Trumbore’s work, although a discussion of the poem in full will prove beneficial. 

* 
Death happens      1 
in the middle of an ordinary day. 
Or eyes of a child open 
into life. 
Form into formlessness    5 
into form again. 
* 
Light on the river is passing. 
Try to catch it. 
A moth lands on the branch at your feet. 
* 
It is late November.     10 
What do you know? 
Not this. Not that. 
Sitting on pine needles, waiting for snow. 
* 
The stream runs through you 
is all the certainty of this hour.   15 
* 
Take direction from the pool licked by ice, 
the roots of a maple bathed in a stream. 
* 
From this bridge that you cross and recross, 
watch the past. 
It is passing, unraveling from you.   20 
* 
This path of oak leaves, you tred them black upon themselves. 
* 
However difficult you think it might be, 
it is yours, this life, 
even the failures 
are yours,      25 
even the garden, though it be unkempt, 
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is yours. 
* 
In the late autumn sun 
wind showers seeds from a tree 
and light sparkles with dust.5   30 
 

 Foley describes this as a time of great change and difficulty in her life. Her husband had 

recently died, she was raising three children and was also beginning studies to become a 

Buddhist practitioner. At that time, she would take long walks in a park for solitary 

contemplation. She would take a notebook with her and make short notes or scribbles as she 

walked and observed the elements of nature around her. This poem was born out of that process.6  

First and most noticeable in this poem are the asterisks that separate each stanza. This is 

the only poem in Foley’s entire collection Mapping the Fourth Dimension in which she employs 

this visual element. The stanzas between them are fragmented and dreamlike but are tied to a 

common theme of musings about death as it relates to various scenes and images in nature. Many 

of the stanzas address the fleeting impermanence of life in the use of analogous images; light, 

wind, the passing of seasons, and water in a river or stream. The use of second person causes a 

psychological reaction to view the imagery and topics of the poem head on, facing them directly.  

 The stanza that Trumbore excerpts for use in How To Go On stands out from the others in 

that it is less visual and more confrontational. Previous stanzas depict various images of nature 

and grasp for their meaning, but in this stanza we acknowledge that life is not merely something 

observed as it passes by. It charges the reader to step back and take ownership of life, embracing 

it instead of rejecting, criticizing or despairing over it, and ultimately moving on from what can 

be seen to an act of moving forward. Foley ruminates on this very idea in describing this portion 

of the poem and her own process of recovery through grief: 

 
5 Laura Foley, Mapping the Fourth Dimension (Hartford, VT: Harbor Mountain Press, 2007), 19. 
6 Laura Foley, interview by author, December 10, 2019. 
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‘Even the failures are yours.’ This is what we have. In other words, 
what I found myself in is what I had. My life is my life. What can I 
do with it? That's a very basic Buddhist thought. Don't fight 
against what you have; accept what you have. Look around and see 
what you have and then move on.7 

 
To See It 

 “To See It” is the most recently written of the four poems by Laura Foley used in How To 

Go On. It is a standalone poem which is not a part of a larger collection but rather published 

online, the earliest version appearing online in 2014.  

We need to separate to see   1 
the life we’ve made. 
We need to leave our house 
where someone waits for us, patiently, 
warm beneath the sheets.   5 
We need to don a sweater, a coat, mittens, 
wrap a scarf around our neck, 
stride down the road, 
a cold winter morning, 
and turn our head back, to see it––perched 10 
on the top of the hill, our life 
lit from inside.8 
 

In this poem the poet is reflecting on her current life; she has remarried after the loss of 

her first spouse and still resides in Vermont, in a house located on a hill. She is also reflecting on 

past experiences and lessons learned. The first-person plural voice suggests that she is addressing 

both herself and the reader, passing on the wisdom she has gained from her experience of loss 

with the hope that others will learn from her experience while also acknowledging that the 

process of death, grief and recovery is a shared experience known across all of humankind.  

The poem focuses on two main metaphorical ideas: the analogy of the house as a 

representation of our day-to-day lives, and the image of “striding down the road” as a metaphor 

 
7 Foley, interview. 
8 Laura Foley, “Too See It,” A Year of Being Here (blog), December 20, 2014, 
http://www.ayearofbeinghere.com/2014/12/laura-davies-foley-to-see-it.html.  
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for leaving our ordinary daily pursuits in order to come to a greater recognition of our lives. 

After the experience of her first spouse’s death and having since remarried, Foley sought to be 

more mindful of the present; to be more conscious of the people in her life while they were still 

here and to not take them for granted. She acknowledges that when in love with someone, it is 

often difficult to see; it is hard to miss someone while present with them. It is difficult to observe 

life and its value while in the midst of it. She affirms that, just as in meditation, it is only after 

leaving the “house” that one’s life, relationships, and possessions can be seen.9  

Lines six and seven depict dressing in a series of winter clothing. Foley explains this 

imagery is symbolic of the process of meditation. Meditation requires a pulling away from 

everyday life and its distractions and coming to a place of mental and emotional stillness. Foley 

associates this breaking away to the act of going outside when it is cold: there are steps that must 

be taken in order to get to that place of awareness, to “leave the house.”10  

Relinquishment 

 The text for Trumbore’s fourth movement, also written by Laura Foley, comes from a 

poetry collection called Syringa, published in 2007. Syringa is the name given by Foley to a wild 

goose with a broken wing that she encountered frequently during long walks near the woods 

around her New England home. Foley anticipated the bird would die quickly, but it survived for 

years and became a type of wild companion for Foley during her long, otherwise solitary 

walks.11 In “Relinquishment,” Foley uses the images of a river and the turning of the earth to 

illustrate the process of grieving over the loss of a loved one and grappling with the purpose of 

existence.  

 

 
9 Foley, interview. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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I am looking at pale blue ponds of melted ice  1 
on a frozen river 
and in them perfect clouds passing. 
Wind sends ripples along the water 
and trees cut sharp lines into the sky. Soon   5 
it will be gone, all of it 
and I will be sitting in darkness, 
sitting by a dark window, glad 
for having seen this earth, 
her elegant grace,      10 
how she turns away from the sun. 
And I will be learning, again, 
how to give it all up by simply turning. 
How to give it up to darkness, all you love. All of it. 
How to give it up again and again.12    15 

 
 The first five lines create the setting by describing a winter scene in nature; the “frozen 

river”, the “perfect clouds” seen in the reflection of the water, the wind and the trees. These are 

very plain and direct descriptions of these objects. The minimal use of figurative language 

creates a very clear and tangible image of the scene for the reader. At the end of line five, and in 

a striking line break into line six, the crux of the poem is stated abruptly: “Soon it will all be 

gone, all of it.” In lines seven through eleven, the turning of the earth toward night is used as an 

analogy for life and death. Foley’s statement that she will soon be “sitting in darkness” 

represents not just the setting of the sun at the end of day, but also the end of life and the 

inevitability of death. Despite these dark and morbid musings, Foley expresses gladness and 

gratitude for the privilege of life. A simple yet powerful personification of the earth and “her 

elegant grace” establishes a strong human connection to nature and existence.  

 The final four lines take the metaphor of the turning earth and reveals an even deeper 

meaning. The act of turning and “giving it all up to darkness” now signifies the daily process of 

moving through grief and recovery. As a Buddhist chaplain, Foley explains that in meditation, 

 
12 Laura Foley, “Relinquishment,” Syringa: Poems (Rowe, MA: Star Meadow Press, 2007), 33. 
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the goal is to see one’s self as “not there,” similar to the contemplation of death. You imagine 

losing everything you love and “giving it all up to darkness.” Instead of being morbid, it is meant 

to create a feeling of joy and gratitude for what is kept as well as what has been given up. It is a 

daily practice, supported by the analogy of the turning of the earth.13 

  The images of the Connecticut river outside Foley’s window and the ever-recurring 

setting of the sun provided an answer for how to keep going after her husband’s passing. Both 

the water in the river and the rising and setting sun remained a daily constant, yet were always 

moving, always changing. This reconnection to nature provided solace and helped her feel less 

alone. It aided her in “learning… how to give it all up” every day, “again and again.” For Foley, 

this was the answer to the question, “How do we go on?”14 

Requiescat 

 The fifth and longest movement in Trumbore’s work also contains the longest text. This 

poem by Barbara Crooker appears in The White Poems, published in 2001. This collection of 

poems establishes a vague lyric narrative involving a friend and neighbor with breast cancer. The 

poems take the reader on a journey through the experience from diagnosis, to treatment, to the 

final days, and after death. “Requiescat” is positioned in the middle of the collection and is the 

final poem in the narrative before the friend passes away. The title is derived from the Latin 

requiescat in pace (may they rest in peace), a traditional Christian prayer for the repose of the 

dead. The subsequent poem in the published collection, titled “Requiem,” marks her passing. As 

such, “Requiescat” is not only about transition from life to death but is the transition poem of the 

entire narrative and published collection. 

Let us go, let go with the few roots   1 
you have left clinging to this earth, 

 
13 Foley, interview. 
14 Ibid. 
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pull free, like the clean snap of a carrot 
or radish, let us go, shake off this dirt, 
let go, let go of your family, their story  5 
hasn't been told, yours is already written, 
let go of the world, its sweetness and sorrow, 
let go of your friends, we will cry, yes, 
but we will not forget you, let go, 
let go your fierce will and stubbornness,  10 
it served you well, now let it go, 
your courage will remain, let your daughters 
become women, your husband lie in his bed of pain, 
your long journey is over, theirs is beginning, 
let us go, become spirit and light, spring rain, 15 
fly away from this prison of bone, let go, 
wait for us, we'll talk again later, 
I am here by the phone, waiting for the call, 
for this long suffering to be over, 
let it go, your work is done,    20 
soon we will bring you to the river, 
bring your ashes to the current, let them flow free, 
earth, fire, cinders, rain, wait for us 
on the other side of the river, let us go.15 

 
 The poem serves as a list of directions and guidance to the dying friend. It is written 

primarily in second-person point of view, which suggests both that Crooker wrote the poem for 

her friend, and that the reader is intended to not only witness the poet’s emotions, but also 

experience it in-person, establishing an intimate, personal relationship with the friend who is 

passing. Lines one through four introduce the poem and represent the initial charge. The analogy 

of the roots of a carrot or radish being “pulled free” or dirt being shaken off portrays death as a 

separation or detachment from this current life while also signifying a deep connection to nature 

while alive. In lines five through fourteen, a list of various elements of existence that the dying 

friend should let go of are delineated, accompanied with reasons and reassurances for each. Lines 

fifteen through seventeen reflect the instructive nature of the first four lines by referencing nature 

once again in the form of “light” and “spring rain” and also reinforcing the separateness of dying 

 
15 Barbara Crooker, “Relinquishment,” The White Poems (Selma, IN: Barnwood Press, 2001). 
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with instructions to “fly away from this prison of bone.” Line eighteen is distinctive for shifting 

suddenly to a first-person singular point of view and offering a glimpse into the intimate, 

personal experience of the persona.  

After the statement in line twenty that “your work is done,” the last four lines shift to 

descriptions of what will occur after the friend has died. These last four lines were actually the 

first words Crooker conceived of the poem, composed before the loss of her friend. The twenty 

lines that precede them were written after her friend’s passing. Dual references to a river 

represent both the literal scattering of ashes and the boundary between this life and the next and 

the act of crossing over. These lines allude to a promise she made with the friend’s husband to 

take her ashes to a specific river.16 Line twenty-three stands out among the other lines of the 

poem. Here the established flow of prose is broken, and the reader is subjected to four separate, 

concrete, elemental images, each carrying multiple layers of meaning and symbolism 

surrounding death.  The poem ends bookended with the same three words that began the poem, 

“let us go.”  

For this poem, Crooker uses a special approach to capitalization and punctuation. The 

very first word and the only first-person singular pronoun “I” that begins line eighteen are the 

only two capitalized letters in the entire text. There is only one period, located at the very end. 

All the remaining punctuation are commas. This creates two notable effects while reading the 

poem. First, it manifests the poem as one single unit and employs a sense of continuous rhythmic 

cadence and flow, signifying the idea that life is continuous, always moving forward, always 

flowing from one experience or instance to the next. It was the intention of the poet to use 

perpetual commas to create a sense of “syntactical wilderness.”17 Second, there is symbolism in 

 
16 Barbara Crooker, interview by author, December 10, 2019. 
17 Ibid. 
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the comma that represents death or the afterlife. As a grammatical symbol, it does not mark a 

finality but is rather a boundary or threshold from one moment of text to the next. For many, 

including Crooker, death serves a similar purpose; not the end, but a crossing from one existence 

to the next; an ongoing journey in which we will reconnect to those who have passed on before 

us. This is evident in the use of other wording throughout Crooker’s poem: suggestions that 

certain aspects of the subject will “remain,” an assurance that we will “talk again later,” or the 

appeal to the dying to “wait for us on the other side of the river.”   

Sometimes Peace Comes 

 The fourth poem by Laura Foley comes also from the Syringa collection. It was not 

originally intended to be included in How To Go On; Trumbore discovered it as she was reading 

through Syringa during her artist residency in Wyoming and it inspired her to add a new 

movement to the work.18   

Sometimes peace is like this:  1 
endless and gentle and soft 
and no compulsion to go 
anywhere. And even the fire 
you walked through,   5 
even the trail of ashes 
is gone, not even a memory 
in your heart,  
and even the sun is still, 
unmoving and quiet,   10 
and you have stepped into 
a place beyond time, 
beyond sadness and form. 
A wide, high plain 
where in the endless, deep silence 15 
you find out what it is,  
what it is, 
and your part in it.19 

 

 
18 Trumbore, interview. 
19 Laura Foley, Syringa, 38. 
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 The poem possesses a narrow visual form, with relatively short lines compared to other 

poems in the same collection. In its original printing, this creates a great deal of white space on 

the page, which visually emphasizes and reinforces the ideas of endlessness, depth, peace, and 

quiet stillness. The poem is in second person; the one speaking the poem is speaking directly to 

the reader. Although the impetus for the poem may come from the poet’s personal experiences, it 

is in the form of a lesson directed at the listener.  

The entire poem is comprised of three sentences. The first, lines one through four, 

introduces the initial concept of peace, “endless and gentle and soft.” Line three specifically 

places the reader within the experience. This is not a concept of peace but the inhabitation of 

peace within. The second sentence beginning in the middle of line four through line thirteen 

deepens the description of peace and makes it more significant. References to a past experience 

of struggle or pain are symbolized by fire. The description of peace is made further poignant in 

its power to not only remove the adverse experience, but also the memory. “Even the trail of 

ashes,” which can be construed as the “memory” of a fire, is no longer there, as if the fire never 

occurred in the first place. The sense of peace becomes so powerful that even the memory of past 

experience is erased. The remainder of this sentence describes the idea of a “place beyond time,” 

where “even the sun is still.” Foley has cleverly described the power that peace possesses over 

the concept of time by encompassing all of time’s three perceived forms: past, present and 

future. Past in the form of the absence of memory, present in the description of sun being still 

and unmoving, and future in the sense of having “no compulsion to go anywhere.” The third and 

final sentence at line fourteen reveals the purpose of the journey toward peace: the discovery of 

“what it is.” Foley emphasizes these words by repeating them a second time and placing them on 

a new line, however she does not describe what “it” is, leaving the question unanswered.  



 18 

Foley’s image of a “wide, high plain” in line fourteen is inspired by a memory of a place 

in Peru that she visited while traveling with her family. In explaining the inspiration for the 

poem, Foley describes her experience and connection with this memory and her own recovery 

through the great change and loss she had experienced: 

I wanted to bring back that place, the ‘wide, high plain.’ It was just 
so unusual and not our back yard. And the air was very thin. It had 
an otherworldly quality. And then [its] also about memory, always 
asking, 'What are memories and what is it that they do for us?' 
How we use our imagination to find 'a place beyond time'. Beyond 
all this change and loss, can we allow something else in? Some 
greater wisdom? I think that's what the 'it' is.20 

 
 Foley also drew inspiration from Rumi and a particular excerpt from his poem, A Great 

Wagon: 

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing 
and rightdoing there is a field. 
I'll meet you there. 
When the soul lies down in that grass 
the world is too full to talk about.21   
 

Foley’s explanations insinuate that the poem is speaking to a living person who has 

experienced a loss or a journey of grief and is striving to find a sense of peace amidst the 

emotional anguish. The “fire” and “trail of ashes” represents memories of a time past involving 

loss or grief., but they are now gone, “not even a memory” remains. According to Foley, the sad 

memories here have been replaced with an otherworldly memory of a vast and peaceful plain. 

For her, the “endless, deep silence” in a “place beyond time” connects to Buddhist meditation 

practice and seeking out a “greater wisdom.”22 

 
20 Foley, interview. 
21 Jalal Al-Din Rumi, “A Great Wagon,” The Essential Rumi, trans. Coleman Barks (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 
1995), 35. 
22 Foley, interview. 
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A second and contrasting interpretation for this poem could be the idea that peace 

represents death itself. The “fire” and “trail of ashes” represents life, full of adversity and 

suffering, and stepping into a “place beyond time” represents dying and passing into the afterlife. 

It suggests not only that peace is death but that only after death can the answer to “what it is” be 

discovered.” Only after departing this life, can its meaning and purpose be fully understood. 

When At Last 

 The single text by Louisiana-based poet Amy Fleury is used for the final movement in 

Trumbore’s published order. It was the first poem Trumbore chose for the work and prompted 

the creation of the entire requiem.23 The poem comes from a collection titled Sympathetic Magic, 

published in 2013. Trumbore was introduced to a manuscript of the collection, including “When 

At Last,” a year prior by her aunt Julie Kane, a former poet-laureate of Louisiana.24 

When at last I join the democracy of dirt, 
a tussock earthed over and grass healed, 

I’ll gladly conspire in my own diminishment. 
 
Let a pink peony bloom from my chest 

and may it be visited by a charm of bees, 
who will then carry the talcum of pollen 
 
and nectar of clover to the grove where they hive. 

Let the honey they make be broken 
from its comb, and release from its golden hold, 
 

Onto some animal tongue, my soul.25 
 
 Trumbore states in the introduction of How To Go On that the movement in which this 

text is set is required to be the final movement of the performance order. This is apropos upon 

examination of the poem and its themes of the end of life and the soul’s journey after death. The 

 
23 Trumbore, interview. 
24 Amy Fleury, interview by author, December 12, 2019. 
25 Amy Fleury, “When At Last,” Sympathetic Magic (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press), 63. 
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