
 

 

 

 

Eternity 
For soprano and chamber ensemble 

Words: Walt Whitman (1819-1892) 

Music: Nicholas Gawley (2001-) 

 

Hermes Experiment Project 

  



Instrumentation: 
Soprano 

Clarinet in Bb (dbl. Bass Clarinet) 

Harp 

Contrabass 

Text: 
Eternity lies in bottomless reservoirs .... its buckets are rising forever and ever, 

They pour and they pour and they exhale away. 

We have thus far exhausted trillions of winters and summers; 

There are trillions ahead, and trillions ahead of them. 

      From ‘Song of Myself ‘(1855 version) 

Composer note: 

I’ve been fascinated by this passage (incidentally, excised from the more well known 1892 
version of the poem) ever since I read it as a teenager. For me it symbolises the visionary 
nature of Whitman’s prophecy of America: its attempt to express the ineffable (the idea of 
‘trillions’ would’ve been almost too big to comprehend in 1855) acts as a showcase of 
Whitman’s ambition to be a prophet for America, a sort of President David if you will. 

In depicting Whitman’s vision of eternity, the music ranges between soft, lyrical, pulseless 
moments, to moments of extreme emotions (from a sort of raging of the universe to an 
infinite abyss). Eternality is finally seen to be a cyclical process, via the palindromic reprise of 
the first (more tonally anchored) section.  
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