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About the Poet 

A recent Young People’s Poet Laureate for the Poetry Foundation, Naomi Shihab Nye has worked as a poet, 
author, teacher, and anthologist. Her accolades include numerous fellowships and awards from the 
International Poetry Forum and the Texas Institute of Letters, the Carity Randall Prize, the Jane Addams 
Children’s Book Award, the Academy of American Poets’ Lavan Award, the National Book Critics Circle 
Lifetime Achievement Award, the NSK Neustadt Prize for Children's Literature, and four Pushcart Prizes. 

Nye was born to a Palestinian father and a German American mother and was raised in Ferguson, Missouri. 
She attended high school in Ramallah in the central West Bank and college in San Antonio, Texas where she 
completed a Bachelor of Arts in English and world religions, exposing herself to Methodism, Hinduism, and 
Zen Buddhism. Informed by her Arab-American heritage and by her various travels as an adult to Central 
America, the Middle East, and Asia, her works are woven together in a humanitarian tone and relay a distinct 
message for peace. 

Skin remembers how long the years grow 
when skin is not touched, a gray tunnel 
of singleness, feather lost from the tail 

of a bird, swirling onto a step, 
swept away by someone who never saw 

it was a feather. Skin ate, walked, 
slept by itself, knew how to raise a 
see-you-later hand. But skin felt 

it was never seen, never known as 
a land on the map, nose like a city, 

hip like a city, gleaming dome of the mosque 
and the hundred corridors of cinnamon and rope. 

Skin had hope, that’s what skin does. 
Heals over the scarred place, makes a road. 
Love means you breathe in two countries. 
And skin remembers—silk, spiny grass, 

deep in the pocket that is skin’s secret own. 
Even now, when skin is not alone, 

it remembers being alone and thanks something larger 
that there are travelers, that people go places 

larger than themselves. 

“Two Countries” from Words Under the Words: Selected Poems by Naomi Shihab Nye, Copyright © 1995. 
Used with the permission of the author and Far Corner Books. All Rights Reserved Worldwide. 

Composer’s Notes 

“Skin” addresses themes of healing, resilience, passage, and travel. Without mention of any particular name, 
age, gender, or race, the protagonist “Skin” acknowledges past traumas and ultimately expresses a profound 
feeling of gratitude “that there are travelers, that people go places larger than themselves.” Such a notion 
recalls Maya Angelou’s, that when we know better, we do better. The incessant pulses of the piano create the 
impression of how an enormous amount of time seems to slip away as we continuously strive to adapt and 
grow beyond life’s adversities. A single line of text is sung twice, “Love means you breathe in two countries,” 
in honor of the two worlds indicated in the title of the poem. Through these words Nye suggests that, because 
we have the capacity to heal, we need not abandon a part of ourselves when we move to nourish another part 
of humanity thirsting for life. 

Completed in 2020, just before lockdowns initiated on a global scale in response to the imminent spread of 
COVID-19, “Skin” was finally premièred in 2022 and 2023 by members of a consortium of fourteen treble 
choruses from across the United States. 
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S k i n
Naomi Shihab Nye                                                                                             Mari Esabel Valverde

“Two Countries” from Words Under the Words: Selected Poems by Naomi Shihab Nye, Copyright © 1995.
 Used with the permission of the author and Far Corner Books. All Rights Reserved Worldwide.

Music Copyright © January 2020 by Mari Esabel Valverde (ASCAP). All Rights Reserved.
Reproduction of this Work by downloading, printing, and/or copying over the amount licensed is prohibited by law

and subject to penalty for copyright infringement.
Please purchase scores and report performances of this Work at MariValverde.com.
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œ œ œ ˙ œ
o ver the scarred place,

œœ œœ œœ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

Œ œ œ
makes a

Œ œ œ
makes a

Œ œ œ
makes a

Œ œ œ
makes a

..˙̇
‰ œ œ œ

œ œ

-

-

-

-

&

&

&

&

&
?

46

46

46

46

46

46

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

                                                                            ° *                                   ° *                                          ° *

52 œ ˙ œ œ œ
road.

˙ œ̄ ˙ œ
road.

.˙ .˙
road.

.˙ .˙
road.

œ œ œ œ œ œ.˙ .˙
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œcresc.

.˙ Ó œ
Love

.˙ Ó œ
Love

.˙ Ó œ
Love

.˙ Ó œ
Love

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœ-

Œ œ œ ...˙̇̇gggggg

f

f

f

f

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙̇- œœ ˙̇ œœ
Œ œœ œ œ œ œ

,

,

,

,

f

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

˙ œ œ ˙
two coun tries.

..˙̇ ....˙˙˙̇ggggg
Œ œ œ œ œ œ

-

-

-

-
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S 1
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56 ∑

∑

∑

∑

˙̇ œœ œœ œœ œœ
Œ œœ œ œ œ œ

cantabile

Ó . Œ œ œ
Love

Ó . Œ œ œ
Love

Ó . Œ œ œ
Love

Ó . Œ œ œ
Love

...˙̇̇gggggg
˙̇̇ œœ-

Œ œ œ œ œ œ

rall. ˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙ œ œ œ œ
means you breathe in

˙̇- œœ ˙̇ œœ
Œ œœ œ œ œ œ &

,

,

,

,

A tempo

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

.˙ œ ˙
two coun tries.

˙ œ œ ˙
two coun tries.

..˙̇ œœ œœ œœ
Œ œ œ œ œ œ

poco cresc.

poco cresc.

poco cresc.

poco cresc.

-

-

-

-

&

&

&

&

&
&

43

43

43

43

43

43

46

46

46

46

46

46

43

43

43

43

43

43

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

60 Œ Œ œ
And

Œ Œ œ
And

Œ Œ œ
And

Œ Œ œ
And

..˙̇

.˙

sub. p

sub. p

sub. p

sub. p
˙ œ ˙ œ

skin re mem

˙ œ ˙ œ
skin re mem

˙ œ ˙ œ
skin re mem

˙ œ ˙ œ
skin re mem

∑ ?

∑ ?

sweetly, gratefully

sweetly, gratefully

sweetly, gratefully

sweetly, gratefully

.w
bers—

.w
bers—

.w
bers—

.w
bers—

Œ
œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ

Ó . ..˙̇
p poco a poco cresc.

poco a poco cresc.

poco a poco cresc.

poco a poco cresc.

poco a poco cresc.

œ̄ Œ Œ Ó .
silk,

œ̄ Œ Œ Ó .
silk,

Œ œ œ .˙
spin y grass,

Œ œ œ .˙
spin y grass,

œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ

..˙̇ ..˙̇

œ̄ Œ Œ Ó .
deep

œ̄ Œ Œ Ó .
deep

Œ œ œ ˙ œ
in the pock et

Œ œ œ ˙ œ
in the pock et

œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ

..˙̇ ..˙̇

- -

- - -

-

- -

- -

-

-
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43
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43

43
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46
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46
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65 Œ œ œ
[that's] skin's

Œ œ œ
[that's] skin's

Œ œ œ
[that's] skin's

Œ œ œ
[that's] skin's

œœ œœ œœ

..˙̇

.˙ .˙
se cret

.˙ .˙
se cret

.˙ .˙
se cret

.˙ .˙
se retœœ œœ œœ ˙̇ œœ-

..˙̇ ..˙̇P

P

P

P

P

.w
own.

.w
own.

.w
own.

.w
own.

˙̇- œœ ˙̇ œœ&

‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

Ó . Œ œ œ
E ven

Ó . Œ œ œ
E ven

Ó . Œ œ œ
E ven

Ó . Œ œ œ
E ven

..˙̇# ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ# ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

F

F

F

F

assuredly

assuredly

assuredly

assuredly

- -

-

-

-

-

-

-

&

&

&

&

&
?

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

69 ˙ œ .œ Jœ œ œ
now, when skin is not a

˙ œ .œ Jœ œ œ
now, when skin is not a

˙ œ .œ# jœ œ œ
now, when skin is not a

˙ œ .œ# jœ œ œ
now, when skin is not a

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙ Œ œ œ
lone, it re

.˙ Œ œ œ
lone, it re

.˙ Œ œ œ
lone, it re

.˙ Œ œ œ
lone, it re

..˙̇# ˙̇# œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

˙ œ œ œ œ
mem bers be ing a

˙ œ œ œ œ
mem bers be ing a

˙ œ œ œ œ
mem bers be ing a

˙ œ œ œ œ
mem bers be ing a

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙ Ó œ#
lone and

.˙ Ó œ#
lone and

.˙# Ó œ
lone and

.˙# Ó œ
lone and

..˙̇# ˙̇# œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

P

P

P

P

poco dim.

- - - - -

-

-

-

- - -

- - - -

- - -

-

-
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46

46
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43
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43

43

43

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

73 œ .œ Jœ ˙ œ
thanks some thinglarg er

œ .œ Jœ ˙ œ
thanks some thinglarg er

œ# .œ# jœ ˙ œ
thanks some thinglarg er

œ# œ œ ˙ œ
thanks some thing larg er

˙̇# œœ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œp poco a poco cresc.

∑

Œ œ œ
some thing

Œ œ# œ
some thing

∑

˙̇# œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ

F

F

Ó . Ó œn
that

.˙ ˙ Œ
larg er

.˙ ˙ Œ
larg er

Ó . Ó œn
that

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœn

‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

F

F

- -

- -

- -

- -

-

-

-

-

&

&

&

&

&
?

43

43

43

43

43

43

46

46

46

46

46

46

43

43

43

43

43

43

46

46

46

46

46

46

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

76 ˙n œ
there are

∑

∑

˙n œ
there are

˙̇n œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œF

œ œ ˙ Ó œ
trav el ers, that

.˙ ˙ œ
larg

.˙n ˙ œ
larg

œ œ ˙ Ó œ
trav el ers, that

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

œ œ ˙ œ œ
peo ple go plac es

.˙ Ó .
er

.˙ Ó .
er

œ œ ˙ œ œ
peo ple go plac es

..˙̇ ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

Œ œ œ#
larg

Œ œ œ#
larg

Œ œ œ
larg

Œ œ œ
larg

..˙̇#
Œ œ- œ-

- - -

- -

-

- - -

- -

-

-

- - - -

-
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46

46

46

46

46

46

43

43

43

43

43

43

46

46

46

46

46

46

S 1

S 2

A 1

A 2

Pno.

80 .˙ œ œn œ

.˙ ˙ œ

.˙ .˙
er, larg

.˙ ˙ œ
er, larg

..˙̇ œ œœn œœ
Œ œ œ œ œ œ

.˙ .˙
er

.˙ .˙
er

.˙ .˙#
er

.˙ ..˙̇
er..wwgggg .˙ .˙

Œ œ œ œ œ œ

,

,

,

,

(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )

f

f

f

f

˙ œ
than them

˙ œ
than them

˙ œ
than them

˙ œ
than them

˙̇ œœ

.˙

.˙ Ó .
selves.

.˙ Ó .
selves.

.˙ Ó .
selves.

.˙ Ó .
selves.˙̇ œœ ˙̇ œœ

‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œF

-

-

-

-

- - - -

- - - -

- - -

- - -

&
?

Pno.

                                                                                        ° *

84 ..˙̇# ..˙̇

‰ œ œ œ œ œ# ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

poco rit. al fine ..wwÓ . ˙̇ œœ
‰ œ œ œ œ œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ

..ww

Œ œœ
œ œ œ œ
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