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Soprano

Electric Organ

Scenes from the Life of Boullée, Book 1 sets the first four parts of John Yau’s poem about the
visionary eighteenth-century French architect Etienne-Louis Boullée for soprano and electric
organ. Each of the songs explores the idea of a drone—sometimes as a single continuous

presence, sometimes broken up into pulsations, sometimes shifting, but always present.
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1

Roof shaped like a strawberry. Hurriedly torn
paper towel. The queen’s staircase does not
lead to the king’s chambers. The traditional
requirements of comfort and convenience.

A kind of sleepwalking echoed by aline

in history. Stands on alovesick giant

and calls himself a hero. Sound of annoyance
at an unforeseen circumstance becoming an
inevitable consequence. Wine dripping off
the formica table onto the shag rug after
hitting the unused wooden chair covered
with cigarette burns. A dream heard

second hand. An extra coat hanger.

Only half the story is true. The rest

is necessary, like clouds on a cloudy day.

2
Pieces of a piece. The face in the window larger
than the window facing in. A mermaid selling
cheese in alaundromat in Ottawa. A cop who looks
as if he has to go to the bathroom. A bony hand
dangling from a red station wagon. Riding in a cab
with a junkie who wants an alarm clock. Breaking
a promise and counting the pieces. Her harsh
lipstick crumbling over her harsher smile.
Remnants of a collision in a galaxy whose
name is a number. Eeriness of a city with
only one light. The kinds of certainty
available in a drugstore. Jumbo food.
With only one light on. A junkie dangling
from an alarm clock. Using the laundromat
because there are no bathrooms around.
Stealing the mermaid’s cheese. Breaking
into her smile. The kinds of certainty
available in a supermarket, a newspaper,
alover. A young cop who looks as if he
has gone. The square face in the round
window. Pieces of a blue piece.

by John Yau

3
Without noticing the fire descending into the
subway station. Descending into the copper
sunlight. Going back again and again.
Their voices. One dripping. The other dribbling
to a stop. Lengthening each of the sounds into
astaircase. I think there’s three volumes.
A salmon. A sale’s on. Ceylon. Existence
being the only record of their names.
Shoes seen by the side of the highway
leading to Las Vegas. Faces remembered
from last Thursday. Talking to an imaginary
friend in your sleep. Waking up and feeling
the sweat. The sweet surrounding your skin.
Adding to the pile. The only thing invisible
for miles. In every kind of light. The light
of topless dancing. Only half of you is there.
No music sparring with traffic. Enters
in a suit the color of coffee, face the color
of masking tape. Everyone looks like you, today.
Even people I don’t like.

4
A room with open windows facing a street
where dogs gather at night. Falling curtain.
Refrigerator whose parts can’t be replaced.
A full garbage bag waiting for someone by not
waiting for anything. Smoke on a horizon that
exists as a footnote. Unable to see all of
the sky all at once, how the city breaks it
into the pieces needed to cross the street.
Ridden speechless. Frogs frozen under the
curving black marble table. Nothing closer
than the next smile to break the back of
the king. Residential talons. An ashtray
full of rubber bands. Happy with his
gladiatorial entertainment. Happy
with the smoke blocking out the sun.
When a place becomes a person
whose place it is.
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