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fire dressed in black

Silvina Milstein

a setting of ‘Noche oscura’ by St. John of the Cross

for female voice, cello and piano
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Silvina Milstein

‘fire dressed in black ...’ (2001)
low female voice, cello & piano

first performace: Vanitas (Loré Lixemberg, Zo& Martlew, Dominic Saunders),
bmic Cutting Edge Tour, Nottingham Lakeside Centre, 5 May 2002

duration 14 minutes

‘You are fire ... you are clothed in fire./ You are fire ... you are clothed in black.
sings Sayat Nova, the Armenian 18" century troubadour eventually turned into Christian
monk and martyred by the Persian invaders of Georgia, whose life i1s portrayed in
Paradjanov’s film ‘The Colour of Pomegranates’. Paradjanov’s masterpiece is closer to
visual choreography than to conventional cinematographic narrative.

Two centuries earlier, St John of the Cross - a Spanish Discalced Carmelite monk -
writes: ‘Oh night that joined the lover/ To the beloved bride!/ Transfiguring them each
into the other’. His poetry is remarkable not only for its visual and tactile erotic imagery
but by its conveyance of visionary ecstasy by the very sound of its words, as in ‘the chain
of deep vowels’ that culminates in this depiction 2t the rupturous union of soul (the bride)
and God (the bridegroom): ‘Amado con amadi, amada en el Amado transformada’.

When setting St John’s Noche oscura, 1 obcerved the flow and quality of my breathing as
I reflected on each verse, and allowed it'to dictate lines and harmonies. Thus this piece,
like Paradjanov’s sensuous visual poetry, is a kind of formalised journey through
meditative states.

S.M.
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Noche oscura
San Juan de 1a Cruz (1542-1591)

Songs of the soul
in rapture at having arrived at the height of perfection, which is union with God by the road of spiritual

negation
En una noche oscura Upon a gloomy night,
con ansias en amores inflamada, With all my cares to loving ardours flushed,
joh dichosa ventura! (O venture of delight!)
sali sin ser notada With nobody in sight
estando ya mi casa sosegada. I went abroad when all my house was hushed,
Ascuras, y segura In safety, in disguise,
por la secreta escala disfrazada, In darkness up the secret stair I crept,
joh dichosa ventral (O happy enterprise)

a escuras y encelada,
estando ya mi casa sosegada.

En la noche dichosa,
en secreto que naide me veia
ni yo miraba cosa,
sin otra luz y guia
sine la que en el corazén ardia.

Aquesta me guiaba
mas cierto que la luz del mediodia,
adonde me esperaba
quien yo bien me sabia
en parte donde nadie parecia.

iOh noche, que guiaste,

oh noche amable mas que la alberadas

oh noche, que juntaste
Amado con amada,
Amada en el Amado transfiemada!

En mi pecho flondo
que entero para él solo se guardaba,
alli quedo dormido
y yo le regalaba
y el ventalle de cedros aire daba.

El aire del almena
cuando yo sus cabellos esparcia,
CON SU fNano serena
en mi cuello heria
y todos mis sentidos suspendia.

Quedéme y olvidéme
el rostro recliné sobre el Amado,
cesd todo y dejéme
dejando mi cuidado
entre las azucenas olvidado.

Concealed from other eyes
When all my house at length in silence slept.

Upon that lucky night
In secrecy, inscrutable to sight,
I went without discerning
And with no other light
Except for that which in my heant was burning.

It lit and led me through
More certain than the light of nocnday clear
To where One waited near
Whose presence well 1 knew,
There where no other presence might appear.

Oh night that was my guide!
Oh darkness dearer than the morning’s pride,
Oh night that joined the lover
To the beloved bride
Transfiguring them each into the other.

Within my flowering breast
Which only for himself entire I save
He sank into his rest
And all my gifts I gave
Lulled by the airs with which the cedars wave.

Over the ramparts fanned
While the fresh wind was fluttering his tresses,
With his serenest hand
My neck he wounded, and
Suspended every sense with its caresses.

Lost to myself I siayed
My face upon my lover having laid
From all endeavour ceasing:
And all my cares releasing
Threw them amongst the lilies there to fade.

(translated by Roy Campbell}
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fire dressed in black Silvina Milstein (2001)
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BRITISH MUSIC INFORMATION CENTRE,
19, Strotford Plece, Lendon, W.1

With eyes half closed gazing into her chest, the singer attends to the gquality of her breatth,
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- reclines towards the soundboard so that the strings ring in sympathy with
her voice
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