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Orchestra, Collage, the New York New Music Ensemble, and the 21st Century Consort. Commi-ssioned 
works by Primosch have been premiered by the Chicago Symphony, the Albany Symphony, Speculum 
Musicae, the Cantata Singers, and pianist Lambert Orkis. He recently completed commissions from the 
Philadelphia Chamber Music Society and Lyric Fest.
 Among the honors he has received are a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts, a 
Guggenheim Fellowship, three prizes from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, a Regional Artists 
Fellowship to the American Academy in Rome, a Pew Fellowship in the Arts, the Stoeger Prize of the 
Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, and a fellowship to the Tanglewood Music Center where he 
studied with John Harbison. In 1994 he served as composer-in-residence at the Marlboro Music Festival. 
Recordings of 25 compositions by Primosch have been released on CD. Since 1988 he has served on the 
faculty of the University of Pennsylvania. 

The Music

Simple Daylight
It has been a source of satisfaction to me that the first performers and listeners for Simple Daylight have 
been especially struck by the poems, and by the strong musical responses elicited by the poems. I have 
been grateful to Michael Fried’s work in many ways, most obviously in my previous settings of his texts, 
in Three Harp Songs (1972) and in the Flower-Fed Buffaloes (1976).
 My ordering of his poems makes a sequence closer in tone to a Bach cantata text than to a 
nineteenth-century song cycle, and evokes a kind of subcutaneous narrative very favorable for musical 
purposes, but no doubt unintended by the poet. - JH

Pure Contraption, Absolute Gift
Auden’s poem The Composer speaks of how painters and poets must “translate” from images of the real 
world or experienced feeling while the work of composers is something different:
 Only your notes are pure contraption,
 Only your song is absolute gift.

The Composers

Composer John Harbison’s concert music catalog of almost 300 works is anchored by three operas, seven 
symphonies, twelve concerti, a ballet, six string quartets, numerous song cycles and chamber works, 
and a large body of sacred music that includes cantatas, motets, and the orchestral-choral works Four 
Psalms, Requiem and Abraham. He also has a substantial body of jazz compositions and arrangements. 
Harbison has received commissions from most of America’s premiere musical institutions, including the 
Metropolitan Opera, Chicago Symphony, Boston Symphony, New York Philharmonic, and the Chamber 
Music Society of Lincoln Center. As one of America’s most distinguished artistic figures, he is recipient 
of numerous awards and honors, among them a MacArthur Fellowship and a Pulitzer Prize. He has been 
composer-in-residence with the Pittsburgh and Los Angeles orchestras, the American Academy in Rome, 
and numerous festivals including Tanglewood, Aspen, Marlboro, Santa Fe, and Songfest. 
 Harbison is Institute Professor at MIT, principal guest conductor at Emmanuel Music, and past 
music director of Cantata Singers. He was President of the Copland Fund and a trustee of the American 
Academy in Rome. He is a member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters and a trustee of the 
Bogliasco Foundation. He and violinist Rose Mary Harbison, the inspiration behind many of his works for 
violin, have been artistic co-directors of the annual Token Creek Chamber Music Festival since its found-
ing in 1989. Harbison’s 80th birthday was celebrated worldwide during the 2018-2019 season, marked 
by three major premieres, several new recordings, performances across the globe, and his first book, What 
Do We Make of Bach?

When honoring him with its Goddard Lieberson Fellowship, the American Academy of Arts and Letters 
noted that “A rare economy of means and a strain of religious mysticism distinguish the music of James 
Primosch... through articulate, transparent textures, he creates a wide range of musical emotion.”
 Born in Cleveland, Ohio in 1956, James Primosch studied at Cleveland State University, the 
University of Pennsylvania, and Columbia University. He counts Mario Davidovsky, George Crumb and 
Richard Wernick among his principal teachers.
 Primosch’s instrumental, vocal, and electronic works have been performed throughout the 
United States and in Europe by such ensembles as the Los Angeles Philharmonic, the St. Paul Chamber  



the heart, the mysterious center of the piece. The final variation movement does not “resolve” the sonata, 
but it opens it up by taking it inward. (My last day at Civitella Ranieri I remarked to a friend there how 
wonderful the all-hours privacy of the old granary was, my perfect dream of working unheard. “Are you 
kidding,” she said, humming a fragment from the Variations, “for days every time we went by we heard 
that bit!”)
 I think of the Sonata as a not-always open letter to its first performer. For some years I have been 
interested in integrating my choral vocabulary—close points of imitation, canon, word-painting—into 
an instrumental setting emphasizing a long line with very few sectional divisions. - JH

The Old Astronomer
This song sets lines from the best-known poem by the 19th-century English poet and novelist Sarah 
Williams, written in the voice of a dying astronomer and addressed to his pupil. - JP

The Pitcher
20th-century American poet Robert Francis’s poem is a witty description of a baseball pitcher’s chal-
lenges, but serves as well to tell of what a composer – indeed any artist – “seems to aim at.” The song 
is dedicated to my son, a gifted pitcher. - JP

Who Do You Say That I Am?
This text by the contemporary American poet and essayist Kathleen Norris is a list of increasingly ecstatic 
answers to the biblical question posed by Christ to his disciples. - JP

The Performers

Noted for her “dazzling, virtuoso singing” (Boston Globe), Lucy Fitz Gibbon is a dynamic musician whose 
repertoire spans the Renaissance to the present. She believes that creating new works and recreating 
those lost in centuries past makes room for the multiplicity and diversity of voices integral to classical 
music’s future. As such, Ms. Fitz Gibbon has given U.S. premieres of rediscovered works from the Baroque 

Now, there are abstract paintings that “aspire to the state of music” in Walter Pater’s phrase, and the 
conjunction of music and purity is questionable. But there is still something to the notion that music is 
about the play of forms that exist in the domain of music, and nowhere else. In this work, rather than 
setting a text or reflecting on some external image, I wanted to write a piece that would live in that 
musical realm.
 Therefore, the individual titles for this set sprang from the music, rather than the other way around. 
The first movement’s title comes from a Stephen Crane poem, while the last’s reflects Auden’s sense of 
music as a self-contained construction, but also the dictionary definition of a contraption: “a machine or 
device that appears strange or unnecessarily complicated, and often badly made or unsafe.” - JP

Descent/Return
When I asked my friend Susan Stewart to write a set of poems for a new work for soprano, she responded 
with reflections on the mysterious prophetess spoken of in Virgil and Ovid. In the two songs here excerpted 
from the full cycle for voice and chamber ensemble, the Sibyl warns Aeneas of the challenges he will face 
in his descent to the underworld. She uses images of the natural world to speak of a return, but one that 
is not without foreboding, suggested by the locked door and floating face in a stream. - JP

Piano Sonata No. 2
My Piano Sonata No. 2 was completed at Civitella Ranieri, near Perugia, in May 2001. It was long in the 
works. In 1994 I made a handwritten contract with Robert Levin, promising delivery of a sonata in 1995, 
at which point he would pay me $1. Much intervened, and the actual time of composition, around the first 
performances of my opera The Great Gatsby, was a turbulent period. New work for hire being scarce, I was 
able to work on various volunteer enterprises—a song cycle (North and South), a set of solo viola pieces, 
and most intently, this sonata. It was a source of joy and confidence when Susan Feder, Vice President of 
G. Schirmer, proposed that my publisher become the commissioner of the sonata. The piece then became 
a talisman of two essential, long-lasting friendships; with its first performer and its commissioners. 
 In January 2001 I sent off a copy of the sonata with an odd feeling that something about the piece 
was missing. But such a feeling is not so unusual, and I went off to Civitella Ranieri intending to work on 
my String Quartet No. 4. During very late nights I began to hear what the Sonata was missing—no less 



of John Liberatore (Line Drawings, Albany); piano works of Nicholas Vines (Hipster Zombies from Mars, 
Navona); and forthcoming albums of art song by Sheila Silver (also with Ms. Fitz Gibbon) and electro-
acoustic music by Christopher Stark. 
 Mr. McCullough has been featured as concerto soloist with orchestras including the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic and Toronto Symphony, has collaborated with contemporary ensemble eighth blackbird and 
the Mark Morris Dance Group, and has appeared at major festivals and concert halls around the world. 
As a teacher he has given master classes and workshops in piano and performance practice at NEC, 
Notre Dame University, Kent State University, and CSU Northridge, and has taught piano and courses in 
electronic composition at Cornell University.

The Texts

to mid-20th century, and has worked closely with numerous others composing today, a small selection of 
whom includes this CD’s featured composers, as well as Kate Soper, Sheila Silver, Reena Esmail, Pauline 
Oliveros, Christopher Stark, Jörg Widmann, and Brett Dean.
As a recitalist Ms. Fitz Gibbon has appeared with her husband and collaborative partner, pianist Ryan 
McCullough, in such venues as London’s Wigmore Hall; New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, Park 
Avenue Armory, and Merkin Hall; and Toronto’s Koerner Hall. She has also appeared as a soloist with 
such ensembles as the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra, American Symphony Orchestra, and Albany, 
Eureka, Kalamazoo, Lucerne Festival, and Richmond Symphonies, in repertoire ranging from Bach to 
world premieres. She has collaborated with the Aizuri and Doric String Quartets and toured extensively 
with Musicians From Marlboro. 
 A graduate of Yale University, Ms. Fitz Gibbon is the recipient of numerous awards for her musi-
cal and academic achievements. She holds an artist diploma from The Glenn Gould School of the Royal 
Conservatory and a master’s degree from Bard College-Conservatory’s Graduate Vocal Arts Program. She 
has spent summers at the Tanglewood Music Center (2014-2015) and Marlboro Music Festival (2016-
2019). She is currently Interim Director of the Vocal Program at Cornell University and on the faculty of 
Bard College-Conservatory’s Graduate Vocal Arts Program.

American pianist Ryan MacEvoy McCullough has developed a musical life as soloist, lieder and chamber 
music collaborator, recording artist, and, when the occasion demands, programmer, sound diffusionist, 
and instrument builder. Committed to participating in the continuum of music from past to present, 
Ryan’s concert work has spanned work with historical instruments to close collaborations with some 
of today’s foremost composers, including John Harbison, James Primosch, Sheila Silver, and George 
Benjamin, with a variegated repertoire of commissions from many composers of his own generation. 
His longstanding collaborative partnership with soprano (and wife) Lucy Fitz Gibbon has yielded a sub-
stantial crop of new art song repertoire, as well as his work in contemporary ensemble HereNowHear, a 
commissioning project with pianist Andrew Zhou centered around Karlheinz Stockhausen’s monumental 
two piano work MANTRA. 
 Ryan’s growing discography features many world premiere recordings, including the piano works 
of Miłosz Magin (Acte Préalable), Andrew McPherson’s Secrets of Antikythera (Innova); solo piano music 

Simple Daylight
Michael Fried (b. 1939)

I. Japan
Tired and empty,
I occupy a winterized log cabin
In a clearing in a snowy wood
In a country that might be Japan.

Each morning I catechize myself
In the hope that there has been a change
Either from or into the new man 
It appears I’ve partly become.

Lunch arrives in a wicker basket
That later will be taken away.
But when I rush to the window
The encircling snow lies undefiled.

Toward midnight I shall step outside
And expose my face to the stars
And weep for all the hurt I’ve caused.
May their beauty appease me.

My best moments are those
When, in default of inspiration,
My hand rests lightly on the wrist
Of the one who writes.

II. Simple Daylight
It’s true—if there were life after death
In an underworld it would be simple daylight
I would miss most, would grieve for 
Inconsolably, would braid into every poem, 
Every lament, such as this one,
For what was lost. 



III. Somewhere a Seed
Somewhere a seed falls to the ground
That will become a tree
That will someday be felled
From which thin shafts will be extracted
To be made into arrows
To be fitted with warheads
One of which, some day when you least expect it,
While a winter sun is shining
On a river of ice
And you feel furthest from self-pity,
Will pierce your shit-filled heart.

IV. Your Name
That passionate monosyllable, your name,
Like some wounded animal’s all but inarticulate
Cry, when the familiar hurt returns, on dragging 
legs,
After an interlude of sleep or natural anesthesia,
Spoken over and over by my own lips, wakes me.

V. The Wild Irises
Dying of thirst,
I long to share the fate of the wild irises
Each raindrop must seem to whom the size of  
a boulder 

Flung down to devastate them with what  
they need. 

VI. Odor
Your perfume, or odor– 
Waking I remember it, my body
Remembers it, my body when dead will remember it
In its bones, and when after incineration
The bones themselves are pulverized and  
dispersed upon the air
As tiny motes of ash, they too will remember
(Dancing in sunlight, jostled by larger molecules)
Your odor without a name.

Descent/Return
Susan Stewart (b. 1952)

I. Descent
Wade the gloomy sedge and thorns,
Pluck the burnished bloom. 

The gate’s ajar, early, late.
Shadows loom and lie in wait.

Some will fling their bracing arms 
and some will turn their backs.

Some will flee your living hand 
as if you were on fire. 

Wreck wrack, hack and hack,
the books are buried, burning.

The gate stands open, early, late
the work lies in returning.

Your dream was just a wish, 
your wish was just a dream. 
 
The gate stands open, early, late
the work lies in returning.

II. Return
I see the wood where sparrows  
gathered, where roses tangled  
and the wild cats fled. 

The past has its own far place.
Cave and brambles in the green  
wood: cave and wood and brambles.

My footsteps lead backward through  
the tall grass… 

A face is floating in the stream 
so pale  
with eyes held open wide and deep below  
the mossy stones  
a scythe decays to rust. 
 
 

Inside the water lies a door
the latch is locked with leaden weights
whoever falls into that stream  
will not survive to tell.

Inside the water I can see  
the floating face  
cannot see me, but looks behind  
with open eyes  
for signs of rain,  
for signs of life. 

Transparent, blue and wavering  
world, below its mirrored sky.

Text excerpted from
The Old Astronomer (To His Pupil) 
Sarah Williams (1837-1868)

Though my soul may set in darkness,
   it will rise in perfect light;
I have loved the stars too fondly
   to be fearful of the night. 
 
 
 
 



The Pitcher
Robert Francis (1901-1987)

His art is eccentricity, his aim
How not to hit the mark he seems to aim at,

His passion how to avoid the obvious,
His technique how to vary the avoidance.

The others throw to be comprehended. He
Throws to be a moment misunderstood.

Yet not too much. Not errant, arrant, wild,
But every seeming aberration willed.

Not to, yet still, still to communicate
Making the batter understand too late. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Who Do You Say That I Am?
Kathleen Norris (b. 1947)

Morning and evening,
womb before dawn:

nova of blossom,
star in the apple,
word on the wind.

Long thorn of black locust,
ironwood bark, as
warm as skin:

the infant’s hand
unfolding, light
that forms the eye:

the messenger,
the one,
whatever makes us sing:

emergence,
return,
the end of the spectrum,
beginning of light.
Light.

Text Permissions
“Who Do You Say That I Am?” from Journey: New and Selected Poems, 1969-1999, by Kathleen Norris,  
© 2001 All rights controlled by the University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, PA 15260. Used by permission  
of University of Pittsburgh Press.

“Descent” and “Return” © 2010 by Susan Stewart. Used with permission.

“The Pitcher” from The Orb Weaver © 1960 by Robert Francis. Published by Wesleyan University Press.  
Used with permission.

“Simple Daylight” texts from To the Center of the Earth by Michael Fried. Published by Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.  
© 1994 by Michael Fried. Used with permission.
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  John Harbison
  Simple Daylight
 1 Japan [5:13]
 2 Simple Daylight [2:11]
 3 Somewhere a Seed [1:34]
 4 Your Name [1:42]
 5 The Wild Irises [2:13]
 6 Odor [2:22]
   Lucy Fitz Gibbon, soprano 

Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano

Descent/Return
Lucy Fitz Gibbon, soprano | Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano
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  James Primosch
  Pure Contraption, Absolute Gift
 7 Because It Is Bitter,
  and Because It Is My Heart [2:16]
 8 A Graceful Dance [1:38]
 9 Gigue-Scherzo [2:43]
 10 Nocturnal Obsessions [3:39]
 11 Contraption [3:30]
  Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano

  James Primosch
  Descent/Return
 12 Descent [3:05]
 13 Return [4:43]
  Lucy Fitz Gibbon, soprano 
  Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano

  John Harbison
  Piano Sonata No. 2
 14 Intrada [6:25]
 15 Aria [6:20]
 16 Ricercare [4:11]
 17 Variazioni [8:40]
  Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano

  James Primosch
 18 The Old Astronomer [2:29]
 
 19 The Pitcher [2:12]
 
 20 Who Do You Say That I Am? [3:59]
  Lucy Fitz Gibbon, soprano 
  Ryan MacEvoy McCullough, piano

  Total Time = 71:16




