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THE MUSIC
IT  WASN’T  A  DREAM
I think what Diane Seuss has to say about the work is more meaningful than anything I ever could:

“I met Kurt at an idyllic residency. Our bond was strong, even in the silences. Our conversations taught 
us that we met at the seam between our losses and our art. One evening, Kurt played a favorite piece of 
music—Ravel’s String Quartet in F Major. I asked him afterward what he felt when he listened to that 
piece. I wrote about his response later in an unrhymed sonnet, quoting him verbatim: “the music is unlike 
the world I live / or think in, it’s from somewhere else, unfamiliar and unknown, / not because it is relevant 
to the familiar and comfortable, / but because it brings me to that place / that I didn’t / couldn’t / imagine 
existed. And sometimes that unfamiliar place is closer / to my world than I realize, and sometimes it’s 
endlessly distant.” I wrote several sonnets about Kurt and his music, enacting his statement about Ravel 
in that his compositional methods—music itself—could bring me somewhere irrelevant to the familiar, 
somewhere as distant and strange as the seabirds were to my Midwestern sensibilities, and yet suddenly 
that strangeness could break open into something impossibly intimate.

The sequence of poems he chose is framed by It wasn’t a dream, I knew William Burroughs, a longer 
narrative poem about my years in post-Beat New York, living on the fringes of the punk art scene with 
my “deific junkie” beloved, who, in the end, overdosed and died. In this song cycle, Kurt and I meet in a 
time and place we have in common, and as far as I know we never passed each other on the Bowery or 
in Washington Square. Even if we had we’d have been unfamiliar to each other, both of us still navigat-
ing the losses that would shape our art, and like language, like music, endlessly distant but strangely 
familiar to each other, like a dream that is not a dream.”

TREATISES  FOR AN UNRECOVERED PAST
This a piece that was a joy to compose. It was inspired by music treatises. I imagined a piece of music 
(this quartet) as being situated in the future and interpreted as an incomplete treatise for string quartet 
playing of the past (our present). The piece is full of starts and stops, relentlessly driving rhythmic pas-
sages, and deliriously slow, almost halted music. 

—Kurt Rohde

THE COMPOSER
Musician Kurt Rohde (kurtrohde.com) lives in San Francisco with his husband Tim and their dog 
Hendrix, plays viola and is Artistic Advisor with the Left Coast Chamber Ensemble, is Artistic Director of 
the Composers Conference, is a curator at the Center for New Music, and is Professor of Composition at 
UC Davis. He has received the Rome and Berlin Prizes, fellowships from the Radcliffe-Harvard Institute for 
Advanced Study and Guggenheim Foundation, and awards from American Academy of Arts and Letters, 
Barlow, Fromm, Hanson, and Koussevitzky Foundations. 

Kurt has created two opportunities for underrepresented and under-recognized composers. The Kurt Rohde 
Emerging Composers Fund is a commission project supporting composers to work with the Left Coast 
Chamber Ensemble. Kurt Rohde’s Farewell Tour Project – PARTS 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, & 6 commissions five to six 
composers per “part” to compose works for solo viola, viola and piano, or viola and electronics. 
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II - Free beer
I’m the one who can hold a mouthful of salt.
Bring him here, the fool dressed in prison stripes.
I can pray for him, even though his eyes are wild.
I can de-louse the rat.

When I was a kid I invited them all to a puppet show.
There were no puppets; I’d planned no show.
Free beer, I said, and they came.

I’ve seen a puppet theatre.
It resides in the black cavern behind my eyes.
Thoughts are puppets, dangling from their tangled strings.
Bring him here, the one spinning on gloom’s rotisserie.

I’ll section an orange for the wretched bastard.
I’ll ladle him up a mugful of tears.
Free beer, I’ll say, though there is no beer.

III - It wasn’t a dream (Part 2)
Still, by the time she’s sixteen, every girl knows how to think dirty
and how to waitress or type fast enough to get a job slinging hash,

or words. I served drinks for a while at a reggae club, [the Negril,]
but it didn’t take long for all of my Midwestern seams to show.

Then I sold rubber clothes in a fetish shop, but couldn’t work the cash
register. I was a nanny, but quit when the kids got lice. I landed

THE TEXTS
It wasn’t a dream… for soprano, tenor & piano four-hands on poems of Diane Seuss (2018)
I - It wasn’t a dream (Part 1)
It wasn’t a dream, I knew William Burroughs
 
but not well. I was barely more than a girl, and he did not care
for girls. I never got an invitation to his place, a converted urinal

on the Bowery, even after he read my novel Tongue Talent, written
under the pseudonym Harry Stick - I was desperate for money

by then - my boyfriend was stealing me blind to feed his habit.
Burroughs would have peed on my poetry, but he loved my porn,

deemed it brilliant, and so I became a minor star for a few days
among the members of his entourage. All I remember of that book

was that it earned me $1,500 and its heroine was Kandy Kakes,
who did it with snakes and horses. Victor, a co-worker at my real job

where I was a secretary and he was the Xerox boy, leaned over
my shoulder as I typed - Have her do it with a horse, he said. Have her

do it with a snake. He moonlighted as a minor drag queen and seemed
to know something about [sex]. What did I know? Only that it got me

pregnant, and that those few weeks before I took the walk of shame 
into the Margaret Sanger Center, I craved tuna fish sandwiches.

Still...

Rohde_1812_book.indd   5-6Rohde_1812_book.indd   5-6 3/3/20   10:03 AM3/3/20   10:03 AM



V - It wasn’t a dream (Part 3)
It wasn’t a dream, I was there when they filmed a scene

from Naked Lunch for a documentary on Burroughs, my boyfriend
on camera, his best friend, Howard, the director, who would later die

of AIDS, on whose lips my boyfriend would plant a last kiss. Burroughs
played a doctor, covered in fake blood, with Jackie Curtis as his nurse, all

done up in a Marilyn Monroe wig. I stood on the sidelines wearing a vintage
muskrat coat - those were fur-wearing days. You’re delicious, Jackie told me.

I think she thought I was in drag too, my eyeliner curlicuing onto my temple,
my long hair like a spillage of blue ink, and I was, playing girlfriend, playing

secretary, sexpot, writer. Beneath it all I was a farm girl watching locusts devour
the crops, wondering what all the fuss was about. At the office they called me

White Girl, another name for dumbass, innocent, a word they wouldn’t have
resorted to, but if they did it would have tasted bitter in their mouths. There is

no redemption in having outlived them all, but having outlived Burroughs, that
makes me smile a bit on the inside, though you’d never know it to look at me.

in the secretary’s chair with a sigh of relief. That I could do - sitting,
smoking, typing memos for condescending assholes and writing romances

and porn on the side, now and then a poem. The money I made paid
for the rent-controlled apartment roiling with cockroaches on E. 7th St.

and disappeared into my boyfriend’s arm. A soup bone, now and then, 
wrapped in brown paper from the butcher on 2nd Ave. My boyfriend

told me, years later, in our last phone conversation before he overdosed,
that Burroughs taught him well, jammed that first needle

in his forearm and watchfully nearby, hunched over, wearing a face
like a buzzard. It wasn’t a dream...

IV - I can’t stop thinking of that New York skirt, turquoise sequins glued onto sea-colored cotton
I can’t stop thinking of that New York skirt, turquoise sequins glued onto sea-colored cotton
I bought it on E. 7th St. in a shop that was only open for one day. Kerouac used to live in
that building, but he was dead by then. No zippers or buttons, just strips of fabric to tie 
on either side of the waist. If I had been one to twirl...but I wasn’t one to twirl. Still,
the skirt worked like honey to flies. Many secret boyfriends, men who’d match their gait
to mine and ask for my phone number. I craved tenderness, it’s that simple. When the cat
was let out of the bag, my real boyfriend would beat them up, bloody their noses. The real
boyfriend was clean for ten years, then OD’d out of the blue. Out of the blue of that skirt,
some would say. He’s buried in a whaling cemetery, looking out to sea. Don’t ask me why.
I was uninvited from the graveside service. Now I have a limp and the skirt is gone. Why
do I have a limp? It involved a pair of little red shoes, a half-size too large. Soles like glass.
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Epigram - from We fear the undulant
The indigo whorls
of a deific junkie alone in a shadowy

room, swooning into the arms 
of euphoric death.

There I am, bad actress
wearing salt-white gloves,

playing a girl who fears undulant
beauty, undulant love.

All poems used with the permission of Diane Seuss and Graywolf Press; poems taken from Four-Legged 
Girl, by Diane Seuss, Graywolf Press, 2015. Text in brackets [ ] is omitted from the score.

VI - Jesus with his cup
The barber, with his mug of warm foam, his badger-hair brush.

My mother and sister and me and the dog, leashed with a measure
of anchor rope, in the hospital parking lot, waving good-bye
to my father from his window on the 7th floor.

Just him and his tumor, rare as the Hope Diamond,
and his flimsy paper cup half-filled with infirmary water.

The lump in my throat, a tea party cup left in the garage all winter,
holding the silver body and wing dust of a dead moth.

The barber, sweeping the day’s worth of hair into the basement,
remembering how he’d traveled to Memorial
to lather the face of the dying man and shave him smooth
in his raised hospital bed and sometimes he shaved the faces
of the dead as a favor to the mortician.

Wondering how this particular life was the life that had been chosen for him.

The barber, walking home in the dark
to a late supper of torn bread in a cup of heavy cream.

Even the mayor’s wife sipping from a teacup
wreathed in Banded Peacock butterflies wonders, in her loneliness,
why me? Why this cup?
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Seuss, Scott Hunter, Jennifer Coates, all of these remarkably kind and generous musicians on this CD, 
and above all, always my husband Tim Allen.

THE PERFORMERS
Canadian soprano Charlotte Mundy applies a kaleidoscopic command of pitch and timbre to a wide 
range of projects, with an emphasis on the music of living composers. She performs regularly with the 
Brooklyn Art Song Society and is a member of TAK ensemble. 

Passionate about the music of today, tenor Andrew Fuchs has premiered numerous works, includ-
ing the role of ME in Daniel Thomas Davis’s opera Six. Twenty. Outrageous, Alexander Goehr’s song 
cycle Verschwindenes Wort, and Zachary Wadsworth’s oratorio Spire and Shadow. His wide-ranging 
repertoire includes an abundance of early music and he has sung with Pegasus Early Music, Tenet, Artek, 
and New York Polyphony.

Pianist Michael Brofman has earned a reputation as one of the finest vocal accompanists of his 
generation. He has performed hundreds of songs, from Schubert’s earliest lieder to premieres of new 
songs by today’s most recognized composers. 

Based in Los Angeles, pianist Miori Sugiyama has performed in Carnegie Hall, Merkin Concert Hall, 
Bargemusic, National Sawdust, and Lincoln Center. She performs regularly with the Brooklyn Art Song 
Society, and is the artistic director and founder of Half Moon Music Series.

Ms. Mundy, Mr. Fuchs, Mr. Brofman, and Ms. Sugiyama are members of the Brooklyn Art Song Society.

The Lydian String Quartet (Andrea Segar and Judith Eissenberg, violins; Mark Berger, viola; Joshua 
Gordon, cello) has been acclaimed by audiences and critics across the USA and abroad for embracing the 
full range of the string quartet repertory with curiosity, virtuosity, and dedication to the highest artistic 
ideals of music making. They have been awarded top prizes in the Evian, Portsmouth and Banff competi-
tions, and the Naumburg Foundation. They have long championed the commissioning, performing and 
recording of new works, and are in residence at Brandeis University.
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   Kurt Rohde
   IT WASN’T A DREAM…, for soprano, tenor &
   piano four-hands on poems of Diane Seuss (2018)
 1  It wasn’t a dream (Part 1) [7:48]
 2  Free beer [4:33]
 3  It wasn’t a dream (Part 2) [5:18]
 4   I can’t stop thinking of that New York skirt, 

turquois sequins glued onto sea-colored cotton [4:18]
 5  It wasn’t a dream (Part 3) [6:02]
 6  Jesus with his cup [6:47]
   Charlotte Mundy, soprano | Andrew Fuchs, tenor
   Miori Sugiyama | Michael Brofman, piano
 7  Epigram — We fear the undulant [2:42]
   Charlotte Mundy, soprano
   Miori Sugiyama | Michael Brofman, piano

   TREATISES FOR AN UNRECOVERED PAST  
   (2013/rev. 2017) for string quartet
 8 I. NODE: Turning Knot [3:29]
 9 II. Recently Found Fragments: Chant Loop [8:14]
 10 III. Striding Rituals:
   Nocturnal Gatherings for Mass Wooing [5:50]
 11 III.5 (or 5.III) Optional Habits [1:11]
 12 IV. CODEX: I know I know this
   (…almost remembering…) [6:22]
 13 V. Turn The Corner: Post-Rapture Celebration [3:00]
 14 VI. NODE: Ex nihilo…in nihil [-for Mary Ruth-] [7:21]
   The Lydian Quartet
   Daniel Stepner & Judith Eissenberg, violins
   Mark Berger, viola | Joshua Gordon, cello

   Total Time = 73:02
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