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The title of the book by the poet Dean Young is Embryoyo. Setting three of its poems to music, I couldn’t 

resist my own little portmanteau. 

 This piece takes my approach of setting vocal melodies against unison accompanying lines to its 

natural conclusion: one continuous non-repeating line. I wanted to go as far as I could in this direction 

before retreating or finding some other way forward, so each of its three movements does a different thing 

with this approach. The first movement, An Excitement of Windows, gradually unravels one long 

continuously unfolding melody, while in the second movement, Bronzed, that single line splits in two, the 

vocal melody moving against one repeating cell that gathers changing harmonies until it eventually 

merges again with the voice. The big final movement, Dear Friend, is longer and more elaborate than the 

first two combined. Unison vocal lines alternate with instrumental interludes until they finally break free 

into a limited polyphony, before returning inexorably again by different paths to the beginning. 

 

 

 
©2008 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP) 



EMBRYODEL | Poems by Dean Young 

 

1. An Excitement of Windows 

 

It’s fun to break stuff. 

I broke a Plymouth once although 

that was not as satisfying 

as breaking a refrigerator shelf 

which set off a cataclysm 

then a profound stillness 

whereas the car produced a raspy 

whirl then a leaky resignation. 

The stillness after something breaks, 

after it falls to fortress pieces, 

spills its metropolitan innards, 

knocks over other things which may then 

get in their own breaking mood, perhaps 

burning an acre or two, may be 

the empirical correspondent 

to the realization and acceptance 

of death. Just once, 

I’d like to take a hammer to a diamond 

and see. Ka-ching, wine glass hits 

the stone, advantageously, 

in regards to metaphor formation, 

full of red wine. 

Plink, the little thingie snaps off 

incapacitating the nuclear power plant. 

Friendship broken like a paper clip 

bent back and forth: expectation, dis- 

appointment, expectation, disappointment. 

An attractive aspect of human composting 

is after the body’s frozen in liquid nitrogen, 

it’s shattered with a suprasonic beam 

into pieces small enough for worms to break 

and a tree on top each year repeats 

mythologically your death 

by losing its leaves, 

a kind of breakdown for the tree. 

There must be a point where a broken thing 

can be broken no more. 

Probably, we need protection from each other. 

In the distance, a cloud of dust. 

2. Bronzed 

 

That dusty bubble gum, once ubiquitous as starlings, 

is no more, my love. Whistling dinosaurs now populate 

only animation studios, the furious actions of angels 

causing their breasts to flop out in mannerist 

frescos flake away as sleet holds us in its teeth. 

And the bus station’s old urinals go under 

the grindstone and the youthful spelunkers 

graduate into the wrinkle-causing sun. The sea 

seemingly a constant to the naked eye is one 

long goodbye, perpetually the tide recedes, 

beaches dotted with debris. Unto each is given 

a finite number of addresses, ditties to dart 

the heart to its moments of sorrow and swoon. 

The sword’s hilt glints, the daffodils bow down, 

all is temporary as a perfect haircut, a kitten 

in the lap, yet sitting here with you, my darling, 

waiting for a tuna melt and a side of slaw 

seems all eternity I’ll ever need 

and all eternity needs of me. 

 

3. Dear Friend 

 

What will be served for our reception 

in the devastation? Finger food, of course 

and white wine, something printed on the napkins. 

 

We were not children together 

but we are now. Every bird knows 

only two notes constantly rearranged. 

 

That’s called forever so we wear pajamas 

to the practice funeral, buckeroos 

to the end. We make paper hats 

of headlines and float them away. 

 

My home made of smoke, 

tiny spider made of punctuation, 

my favorite poem is cinder 

scratched into a sidewalk. 



My friend’s becoming the simplest man, 

he sees a lesson in everything, 

in missing his train, 

in his son hollering from the first branch, 

Dad, guess where I am. 

 

I was with him for my first magpies, 

governmental and acting like hell. 

And the new nickel 

with Washington hard to recognize. 

 

We’d driven by a Rabbit flattened 

by an upset truck, jars of Miracle Whip 

broken over the toll road in heavy snow. 

 

We watched an old lady 

eat a hot dog in a bun 

with a knife and fork. 

 

A few emeralds winged off 

a fruit leaf. 

 

What happens when your head splits open 

and the bird flies out, its two notes deranged? 

 

You got better, I got better, 

wildflowers rimmed the crater, 

glitter glitter glitter. 

 

We knew someone whose father died 

then we knew ourselves. 

Astronomer, gladiator, 

thief, a tombstone salesman. 

 

All our vacations went to the sea 

that breathed two times a day 

without a machine. 

We got in trouble with a raft 

doing what we promised not to. 

 

Further out to be brought further back. 

 

 

There’s my friend in his squashed hat 

trying to determine if a dot 

is a living thing and do no harm. 

 

He’s having trouble remembering street names 

but there’s still plenty of Thoreau. 

 

All that a human is made of is gold, 

very very little gold. 
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Vln. 1

Vln. 2
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