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Sex Poem for Lightbulb by Beetle
By Webberly Ebberly Finnich

Pulled up again to the fire-filled globe
The glowing of god in the heaven of heat

Listen now for the hiss, sweet juice as it spills
My fluids distilled in a whisper of steam
Falling again, to the darkness below
I hear the call of my lost love

My beacon
My love
Oh, my love
My beacon

Everywhere I've flown I've found
A string that tugs me back

One more flight on curled wing
Once more, my only friend,
To pop and crack, and fall to rest

My beacon
My love
Oh, my love

-Beetle
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Sex Poem for Lightbulb by Beetle

-Some thoughts on the piece and its meaning

Sex Poem for Lightbulb for Beetle at its most fundamental is, as the title suggests, a work of erotic fiction. It is a continuation
of my work with writer Webberly Ebberly Finnich (Zachary Webber), and in some ways is consistent with themes we have developed
in past works. Like in Rover, or The Haddock, The Parasite, and Her Mother or The Parasite, and Her Sister, our protagonist is a
non-human animal (a beetle) coming into confrontation with the human world, in this case by bashing herself against a lightbulb —a
scene with which anyone who has spent a summer’s night outside will be familiar. On the other hand, whereas with the
aforementioned pieces, or with The Long Hibernation and The Passion of the Wilt-Mold Mothers there is a relatively clear narrative
arch, and the authorial intention that though the piece may employ allegory as a device, the characters are meant to be taken literally
as themselves, in this case, with Sex Poem for Lightbulb by Beetle, the text can either be taken narratively, or wholly metaphorically.
That is, we can take the text to truly be about a beetle smashing herself against a lightbulb, or we can take all of the imagery to be
purely metaphorical, and the text’s subject to in truth be human sexuality. I’m not sure there is a strong reason to delineate these two
meanings, and attempt to assign one as the correct meaning, and the other as incorrect. In fact, the piece strikes me as more interesting
if we allow for both meanings to be true.

One meaning it does seem useful to exclude, however, is that of romantic love. This is a piece about sexuality, and sexual
desire, and only involves romantic desire insofar as that desire is fueled by sex. As the composer I frequently find myself tempted to
talk about the piece in terms of unrequited love, as the text itself in suggestive of a lover supplicating herself at the feet of another.
When I truly examine the work from this angle, however, I find it to be the least interesting interpretation available. Our protagonist,
whether human or bug, is not begging her lover to feel affection for her. The best evidence for this is in the title, which is not Love
Poem, but Sex Poem. She is throwing herself against her lover’s body in an act of copulation and possibly, ultimately, death (in the
Shakespearian sense?). Her lover is impassive: inanimate even, as it is a lightbulb in a literal understanding of the piece.

The other meaning that it is important to exclude is that of fetishizing non-consensual sexual violence. Sex Poem for Lightbulb
by Beetle is not an attempt to eroticize rape or physical abuse. The narrator of the work has full agency. She is drawn to the power of
her lover, but it is she who continually throws her body against that of her lover. The force that continually pulls her to her lover is
her own desire. The power that her lover exerts is in fact a passive power (what more can a lightbulb do?).

Pulled up again to the fire-filled globe
The glowing of god in the heaven of heat

[...]

Everywhere I've flown I've found
A string that tugs me back

Though the language of the piece is of violent desire, as our protagonist throws herself against the body of her lover it is in truth she
who is experiencing sexual ecstasy, and eventually sexual satisfaction and release.

Listen now for the hiss, sweet juice as it spills
My fluids distilled in a whisper of steam

[...]

One more flight on curled wing
Once more, my only friend,
To pop and crack, and fall to rest

On the other hand, I also don’t want to underplay the eroticization of power in this piece. Yes, our protagonist has full agency
and is driven by her own desire to seek out her own erotic satisfaction. However, that desire and satisfaction is placed within the
context of two strongly opposing metaphors; that of the protagonist as a bug, and her lover as a god. The sex being enacted is not the
egalitarian hedonism of bonobos (the free-love, matriarchal primate with whom we are about as closely related as we are to the
chimpanzee; both being our closest living evolutionary relatives). It is the eroticization of the power differential between a god and a
bug. It is the eroticization of the desire that one feels not for a mere equal, but the desire that one feels towards someone so desirable
and powerful that they are a god to your bugness.

To that end I have attempted to set the text quite literally. The piece opens with the ensemble singing (humming) droning
pitches that should blend with the pitched percussion, sounding almost as a dissonant resonance against the mallet instruments (the
humming often being set just a minor second away from the fifth harmonic above the fundamental, which harmonic in the lower end



of the marimba is actually far more prominent a note than is the fundamental itself). The humming is the “glowing of god” as the
beetle’s wings flap (the tremolo in the pitched percussion), bathing her wings in light. The harmonic glisses in the flute (Rehearsal A)
are the flickering of the bulb’s filament as she buzzes toward it. She is violently interrupted (Rehearsal B, bass drum, jet whistle) as
she smashes against her lover’s body repeatedly and falls back into the “darkness below” “to pop and crack and fall to rest.”

The sound of the scraping in the guitar and the key clicks in the flute (Rehearsal D) are the sound of the beetle, having fallen
from the sky, on her back, on the ground in the dirt, stunned, attempting to right herself so that she can fly back toward her lover. All
the while the bass drum maintains a carnal, if sometimes quiet, punctuation in the background. At Rehearsal F the flickering in the
flute returns, calling her back to her lover, if only again to smash her body again, over and over. This is followed by what seems to be
an aria of unrequited love, but we know that in truth what she is singing of is insatiable desire. No matter how many times she throws
her body against the object of her desire, and falls from the sky, there is the string of her desire that “tugs her back™ again. The
melody itself is left unresolved at the end of the piece, like that desire that does not dissipate.

Here the understanding of the piece is divergent depending on if we take it to be a piece literally about a beetle and a lightbulb,
or if we take it to be a metaphor for a human sexual relationship. The beetle we can imagine only eventually dying of the violence of
her desire, and her exhaustion. Again:

Listen now for the hiss, sweet juice as it spills
My fluids distilled in a whisper of steam

[...]

One more flight on curled wing
Once more, my only friend,
To pop and crack, and fall to rest

This will be her last flight.

If this is a piece about human sexuality we can only imagine it ending with the protagonist’s utter sexual exhaustion. In this
case we must imagine that her desire will be renewed as soon as she has recuperated, and the sex act will begin again after the end of
the piece.

-Curtis Rumrill
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Sex Poem for Lightbulb
by Beetle

For soprano and chamber ensemble

approx. duration ~10°00”
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Sex Poem for Lightbulb by Beetle

Webberly Ebberly Finnich
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humming, mouth slightly open: blend
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Curtis Rumrill
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need not be of equal strength. The oscillations
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F | Flickering beacon

Continue to play key slaps. Gradually add breath and tone.

As the g-key is lifted to prepare the key-slap, the pitch will change.
This is desired, but not represented in the notation for clarity's sake.
The partials shown are meant to be suggestive only.
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