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Earth Speaks is a large 45-minute choral work written for the Pasadena Master Chorale in 
2015. It explores different perspectives on our earth through the lens of three Pasadena 
institutions. 
 
The first section, Three Native American Songs looks at the earth through the lens of 
California’s Native Americans. After an exhaustive search for poetry from the Tongva tribe, 
the native people of the area that is now Pasadena, I found a single poem which is set beside 
two poems from other California tribes. The poetry speaks of their relationship to the earth, 
to rain, to one another, and to the modern civilizations that threaten to wipe their culture 
from the face of the planet. 
 
The second section, Fault Lines, looks at the earth through its shifting motion, namely 
through earthquakes. As the US Geological Survey is headquartered in Pasadena, I was able 
to use their resources to find information on the seven largest earthquakes in California 
history. The text for Fault Lines is a combination of press releases modeled from USGS 
sources as well as portions of California poet Brenda Hillman’s beautiful work A Geology. 
Additionally, the entire section is modeled on the seismographic representation of an 
earthquake, from the rumbling P wave to the slowly recending aftershocks. 
 
The third section, Curiosity, is in essence, Earth’s perspective on what lies beyond it, 
through the lens of the Mars rover Curiosity. Pasadena’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory sent this 
rover off to Mars in late 2011, and it has since been roaming the Red Planet. The texts for 
this section are a combination of stops on the map that Curiousity has traversed as well as 
short haikus written by people around the world and submitted to an online haiku 
competition. 
 
I wanted each portion of Earth Speaks to be intimately tied to Pasadena, but I also wanted it 
to be about topics that deeply affect people around the world. One of the most unique parts 
of composing this piece was delving so deeply into the many facets of the city of Pasadena, 
meeting the people who were passionate about those areas, and weaving their perspectives 
into a larger narrative. From the intricate writings of one of the great geological poets of 
California to a series of haikus written by amateurs of all ages around the world, from stops 
on a map of a rover’s journey on Mars to the magnitudes of earthquakes along the fault lines 
of California, from the words of the people who have lived in Pasadena for longer than 
history has recorded to the words of those who are newer residents with a different story to 
tell — each of these texts offers a unique and beautiful perspective on Pasadena, and on the 
Earth. I loved working with these texts and interweaving them through the medium of 
music — allowing each of these perspectives, each from a different place and time, to speak 
to one another. 
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TEXTS 
 
Three Native American Songs  
 
Rain Invocation 
(from the poem “Rain Belief” by Linda Noel) 
 
swollen 
sky 
sing us some rain     sway 
oak arms     shed 
your blue clothing     let 
free your moist flesh     flung 
against bone windows     flaunt 
your sleek body     fly 
above thirsty dreams     fall 
into my parched canyon throat     fill 
my river up     fool 
me into thinking wetness is enough     watch 
me flood myself     feed 
the memory 
 melt mountais 
  make mud 
 
 
The Dirt is Red Here 
(from the poem “Grass Valley” by Stephen Meadows 
 
The dirt is red here 
stone speckle the ground  
a light snow has fallen  
in the night 
the room smells of ashes 
her husband is dying 
she splits up the wood 
in her bathrobe 
morning by morning 
releasing the days 
 
 



There is a Resting Place 
(from the poem “Burial Ground or Drainage Ditch?” by Jordan David) 
(permissions pending) 
 
there is a resting place 
calm and cool 
with an ocean breeze 
along the banks of the marsh. 
the nearby creeks and streams 
dance and sing as the days go on. 
family and friends 
enemies, foes 
lovers 
young and old 
came here to rest 
to sleep peacefully 
in the warm embrace of our mothers belly 
our fathers arms. 
they came 
to complete the circle 
-- the cycle. 
to honor our ancestors. 
to honor life. 
to honor death. 
 
 
they now cry through us 
-- those who will listen 
with our hearts and not our ears. 
they cry out to ask: “WHY?” 
“why would someone do this?” 
“how could they take our bones 
from our mothers belly—our fathers arms?” 
“why would they want to study our sacred objects?” 
“how could they break our bones 
and crush our precious things that we left with our bodies?” 
“WHY would the want to destroy our resting place?” 
 
how can someone do these things? 
why can’t they be stopped? 
 
 
there is a resting place 
calm and cool 
with an ocean breeze 
THAT LIVES 
 
if only in my heart 



Fault Lines 
 
Selected phrases from Hillman’s poem “A Geology” have been excerpted for the purpose of this work – the phrases do not 
maintain Hillman’s original form – they are intended to be heard as separate, non-narrative phrases. All the information from 
technical text portions is taken from the US Geological Survey and linked websites, and each ‘press release’ is modeled after the 
1994 Northridge Earthquake release, available from a USGS partner site. 
!
I.  
 
On January 17th, 1994 at 4:31 AM local time, the Northridge Earthquake struck the San Fernando 
Valley region of Southern California with a magnitude of 6.8 and a focal depth of 19 kilometers.  
 
On June 28th, 1992 at 3:57 AM the Landers Earthquake struck the Yucca Valley region of Southern 
California with a magnitude of 7.3 and a major aftershock in Big Bear. 
 
On July 21st, 1952 at  3:52 AM the Kern County Earthquake struck the Bakersfield region of 
Southern California with a magnitude of 7.3 on the White Wolf Fault north of San Andreas and 
Garlock.  
 
On January 31, 1922, 5:17 AM West of Eureka an earthquake struck in the Pacific Ocean with a 
magnitude of 7.3 37 miles offshore.  
 
On April 18th 1906 at 5:12 AM the San Francisco Earthquake struck the Bay Area with a magnitude 
of 7.8 and a duration of one minute.  
 
On February 23rd 1892 the Laguna Salada Earthquake struck the Imperial Valley region of Southern 
California with a magnitude of 7.8.  
 
January 9th 1857, 8:22 AM the Fort Tejon Earthquake (struck with a magnitude of 7.9, the largest 
recorded earthquake in the United States.) 
 
A geology breaks in half to grow. 
 
II.  
 
There are six major faults,  
there are skipped verbs,  
there are more little thoughts in California.  
 

A condition so used to becoming… 
 
Each tremor is the nephew of a laugh 

…the way the mountains slip. 
 
Gold folded into the Motherlode often twinned with quartz. 
Sandstone, shale, chert from the Triassic. 
 
 
The piece of coast slides on the arrow 

Evidence of inner fire 
The break in rock shows forward; the flash hurts. 
What pushes up from under isn’t named. 



 
 
…a whole…ground has broken through,  
the rock struggling with features 
 
Landforms enable us to scare. 
 

Sorry its ashes, sorry its smoke all the way down.  
Gravity has to practice. 
 
 
III.  
 
Between the time two mountains slip, nothing 
Between two points of resolution, nothing.  
less, a little more 
almost and the slip happened; 
 
the continent moved over 
 

A geology can’t fix itself. 
 
stretch marks where the soul has grown  
too quickly from the inside 
 
We follow it until we are its favorite, then we live. 
 
the continent moved over 
 

A geology has its appetites. 
 
California looks like the skin of a person about to sit down, 

a geology. 
 
A California is composed of moving toward, away, or past;  

a skin is not separate. 
 
We’re living at the dawn of creation as far as California is concerned.  

The skin goes first. 
 

the continent moved over 
 
There’s no way to say progress has been made. 
 
We’re still growing, but the stitches hurt 
 



Curiosity 
 
I. 
 
through a telescope,  
A pale red dot glows  
Full of curiosity 
 
Cosmic detritus 
Stirring for billions of years  
Coalesced planet 
 
Red dust atmosphere 
Sun reflects off ancient sphere  
Pioneers draw near 
 
Thirty-six million 
miles of whispering welcome.  
Mars, you called us home. 
 
Bradbury Landing, Goulburn,  
Link, Coronation, Hottah,  
Jake Matejevic, Bathurst,  
Point Lake, John Klein & Cumberland,  
Yellow Knife Bay, Shaler,  
Glenelg, Rocknest,  
Twin Cairns Island, Elsie Mountain,  
Yellorex 
 
From Earth we reach out  
Out of curiosity 
To find life, or dust. 
 
 



II. 
 
Ions for Eons 
Have stripped noble Mars bare  
Of breathable air. 
 
Rusted temple bell, 
the red wind recalls water 
ringing in the dust. 
 
We named this neighbor-  
world for the one god we'd like 
to banish from ours. 
 
Amidst sand and stars  
We scan a lifeless planet 
To escape its fate 
 
O Bringer of War 
May our boodles curiosity 
 
III. 
 
Do no harm 
 
Mealy Mountain, Kennedy  
Mount Berg, Clarabelle  
Prospect Mesa, Jetty  
Macquarie Island 
Allan Nunatak, Darwin  
Amelang, Mount Arena  
Tingey 
Weaver 
Slide Mountain  
Beers Hill  
Cooperstown 


