
 
I stand at the sea and turn

to face the desert stretching endless and still.
My eyes are dazzled
The sky brilliant blue

Sunburnt sands unyielding white.
My hands turn to dove wings.

My arms
reach

for the sky
and I want to sing

the song rising inside me.
My mouth open

I stop.
Where are the words?

Where the melody?
In a moment of panic

My eyes go blind.
Can I take a step

Without knowing a
Destination?
Will I falter

Will I fall
Will the ground sink away from under me?
The song still unformed— How can I sing?

To take the first step—
To sing a new song—
Is to close one’s eyes

and dive
into unknown waters,

For a moment knowing nothing risking all— 
But then to discover

The waters are friendly
The ground is firm.

And the song—
the song rises again.

Out of my mouth
come words lifting the wind. And I hear

for the first
the song

that has been in my heart silent
unknown

even to me.
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About Miriam
First appearing in the book of Exodus,
Miriam was the sister of Moses and Aaron,
and a prophetess among the Israelites. 

After fleeing generations of oppression and
slavery in Egypt, the Israelites crossed
through the Red Sea to safety.
 
It was then Miriam experienced freedom
for the first time in her life. Music was
integral to this defining moment as she
boldly led her people in song.



About the composer
Elaine Hagenberg’s music “soars with
eloquence and ingenuity” (ACDA Choral
Journal). Her compositions are performed
worldwide and frequently featured at
distinguished international concert halls
from Australia to South America and
throughout Europe.

 In addition to composing full-time, Elaine
actively engages in bringing her music to
life as the guest artist and featured
clinician for professional conferences and
festivals both in the U.S. and abroad as a
composer, conductor, and accompanist of
her work.  Elaine has music in print with
various publishers and publishes her
concert music independently through
Elaine Hagenberg Music.

Elaine lives in Iowa with her husband and
four kids and enjoys being in nature,
traveling, gardening, and sipping
homemade cappuccinos.

About the poet
Ruth H. Sohn is a rabbi, teacher, and writer. A
graduate of Yale University, she received rabbinic
ordination from the Hebrew Union College-Jewish
Institute of Religion in New York in 1982. She
teaches and directs a mentoring program for
rabbinical students at the Hebrew Union College
in Los Angeles and also teaches adults in both
local and national venues.

Her articles and essays have appeared in Jewish
newspapers and anthologies — most recently
Chapters of the Heart: Jewish Women Sharing the
Torah of Our Lives.

Ruth has a longstanding interest in the Middle
East and Arab-Israeli relations, having lived in
Israel as well as Egypt and having traveled in
Jordan and Turkey. She and her husband, Dr.
Reuven Firestone, have three children and live in
Los Angeles.



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

2. In choral music, composers occasionally use text painting, where the music literally sounds like the
word(s) being sung. Where do you hear text painting in the music? Please provide specific words and
measure numbers.

3. How do the rhythms highlight certain words? Also notice sustained pitches or words that occur on
downbeats. 

4. How do the tempo changes throughout the piece support the poetry?

5. How does the harmony support the text? Are there any surprising harmonic moments or key
changes?

6. How are dynamics used to support the main ideas?

7. The form of this piece is called "through composed," where there are no recognizable verses and
refrains; but instead, the music takes the listener on a journey. How would you describe the mood of
each section, beginning in measures 1, 31, 39, 47, 55, and 65? 

will feel? 

9. What additional observations do you have about "Song of Miriam"?

1. As you read the poem by Ruth Sohn, which words or phrases resonate with you and why?

8. What emotional response does this piece create for you? Or what do you hope your audience 
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As a choral composer, my inspiration always begins with poetry. Words that tend to resonate personally often
include themes that are both meaningful to me and unite us through shared experiences. You will often hear
uplifting messages of hope, imagery of nature, and elements of my faith. As I weave these components
together, my aim is to add yet another layer of beauty to the text as we seek deeper meaning and share hope
with others.

This composition describes the journey of a young woman who finds bravery amid uncertainty and fear.
Middle Eastern harmonies paint an expansive desert landscape, while the voices search for faith and risk
taking the first step, ultimately conquering fear to find the "song in my heart.” 

I feel a special connection to this poem because, similar to Miriam, I have had to take risks and step into the
unknown world of composing. Sharing our art can feel vulnerable, but I encourage all singers to use their gifts,
pursue their passions, and share unapologetically with the world. We want to hear your unique voice!

Thoughts from the composer


