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Lorelei: Thank you very much for your time. It’s an honor to speak with you. 

 

Libby: It’s my pleasure. Thank you for calling. 

 

Lorelei: As a writer and a singer, I spend a lot of time analyzing poetry and music, note for note and 

word for word, and it’s usually, frankly, the work of a dead poet or a dead composer. You never really 

know what that artist intended. So it’s really neat to be able to speak with you and Tom to ask, what did 

you mean by that line, and why did you write the music in that way. This is really exciting for me. 

 

Libby: It’s a fascinating and rare experience, for me, also, to work with a poet who is alive. 

 

Lorelei: You’ve set a lot of poetry to music, including works from several living poets, like WS Merwin 

and of course Tom Sexton. Did you collaborate with Tom and ask him for his interpretation of the 

poetry? 

 

Libby: No, as a matter fact, which on his part was a great leap of faith, I believe. He knew that I was 

setting his poetry, and I contacted him and told him what a pleasure it was to work with his words. He 

did not ask for input, nor did I ask him for input. I’m anxious to hear what he thinks of how I’ve 

interpreted his work. 

 

Lorelei: How about for other poets you’ve worked with?  

 

Libby: I didn’t work with Merwin. I have also set works from Rita Dove and Joy Harjo and Julie Kane… 

many poets who are living.  

 

What I try to do, rather than ask them what their interpretation is, I try to find the music that comes out 

of their words, almost as if I’m making a portrait of their poems. When I was young, I was foolish, and I 

would approach setting poetry the way many composers do, which was to take the poem and bend it to 

the will of your own music. 

 

Lorelei: In other words, come to a poem with a melodic line already in mind? 

 

Libby: Maybe with a melodic line already there, or with music in your head that demands that you 

repeat fragments of the poetry, that you truncate the poetry, or have to change a word. That approach 

is one that is taught to young composers. It’s much easier to take a poem and bend it to your own 



music. It’s much harder, and to my way of thinking, a much greater journey of discovery and joy, to work 

with a poem before there’s any music there. 

 

Lorelei: Your description of making a portrait of the poem… it sounds to me like your intention is not 

necessarily to say, this must be what Tom intended, but this is how I read this poem, and this is how I 

interpret it. Is that right? 

 

Libby: That’s correct. I guess my approach is that of the reader of the poem. I read it with music, if that 

makes sense. 

 

Lorelei: Were you familiar with Tom Sexton’s poetry before this project?  

 

Libby: I was not. David Hagen [conductor of Alaska Chamber Singers, who commissioned the piece] 

actually suggested that I look at Tom Sexton’s poetry. And I was thrilled and delighted to do so. One of 

my personal goals, if I live long enough, is to set the work of a really first-rate poet from every state in 

the United States. I have 23 states so far. So I was really delighted to look into Tom’s work. David 

suggested a number of Tom’s poems, but I read a great deal more of his work. I ended up actually 

choosing the poems from a set of poems that David suggested, but I didn’t choose them before I read a 

great deal of Tom’s poetry. I chose five poems, all of them found in For the Sake of the Light. I was 

looking for a scene. The title, “Alaska Spring”, is just a signal for what I found in each poem, which is a 

natural sign of the unfreezing of things, that first crack, where you know that things are unfreezing. It 

could be, in the case of the poetry, on the surface, each one is about the return of spring in Alaska. But, 

of course, as with any fine poem, what you read on the surface is really an invitation to read much more 

deeply.  

 

Tom’s poetry allows you to gently move from the surface metaphor into the deeper meanings of the 

poem. And this particular group of poems present a multifaceted approach to the moment we open. It 

could be the moment we decide to truly forgive, the moment when anger gives way, the moment of 

discovery of faith, whatever that is. Those moments of self-knowledge don’t come often in a lifetime, 

but when they do, there’s almost like a crack of light, a psychological light, and you realize, in fact, that 

you’re not what you thought you were. And things grow from that. 

 

These are all the metaphors that can be found in his poetry; whether he intends it or not, these are 

metaphors that I found. 

 

Lorelei: The first three measures of the first movement sound like they were written by a person who 

has experienced Alaska winter and then Alaska spring, because it captures—at least my experience of—

a stark winter and then a lush spring. So have you experienced an Alaska winter?  

 

Libby: Not geographically. I live in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and we get quite a bit of your weather. We 

live at the tip of the Arctic Dagger, and winter is long here. Last winter lasted from mid October until the 

third week of May. Absolute unbelievably frozen darkness. So it may not be Alaska, but I live winter. We 



have what we used to call Russian spring, but it might be like Alaskan spring. Not this year. We’ve had a 

strange winter this year. But on a typical year the snow will stay on the ground until the end of April, and 

then it will melt in one weekend, and the trees will be blooming five days later. So the earth just cracks 

open and things come into blossom. 

 

If you’re observant, like Tom is observant, you notice that just the green tips are beginning to push up 

through the top two inches of earth that is warming up. It’s actually happening right now in Minnesota 

much too early, so we’re all worried. Hyacinths are coming up, just the nubbins.  

 

I think what I know is the patience of winter. There is a patience that comes along with winter that can 

be quite peaceful but also quite challenging. 

 

Lorelei: The five poems you selected, you already told me a little bit about why you selected them… was 

there anything about the meter or the sound of the words? 

 

Libby: These are brilliant questions you’re asking. Uh, yes. Let me start with the most obvious one, and 

that would be “Juncos”. 

 

Lorelei: Which is hilarious, by the way. Your setting of it is hilarious. 

 

Libby: Thank you. We have juncos, lots of juncos. When I read Tom’s poem, it immediately became 

music. I was just like, this is it. The way he understands the sound of a junco, the dit…dit…dit. That is 

music. That’s music. And the truth of the matter is, with a great poet, you don’t need a composer. Ever. 

The music of the poetry is so strong. It’s just not pitched. Does that make sense to you? 

 

Lorelei: Yes, absolutely. I’ve thought about that often with poetry. To me what defines poetry is the 

meter, whether it’s a formal meter or an open meter, and yeah, all it lacks is pitch. 

 

Libby: All it lacks is pitch, that’s right. There’s music there, in really great poetry. So, “Juncos”, I could’ve 

written it in a minute with my eyes closed. All it needed from me was to be amplified. And I gave it a 

little bit of musical humor. But you don’t need it; it’s there in the poem.  

 

“April”. If you look at “April”, there are very few plosives, consonants in the poem—Ps and Ds—that 

begin words. There are some that end words, although very few. A few Ps, mostly Ds are the plosives 

you find, but everything else is lyric, but not really. “Another almost snowless winter.” Hard for the ear 

to go from word to word to word. They all run into each other, almost like that infinite snowless 

landscape, that is dormant. I chose that poem because of this quality and the fact that it’s one thought, 

one horizon line. 

 

Lorelei: Yes, one line. There’s only one period at the end of the poem. There are some commas… 

 



Libby: Yes, many commas. When he says, “a hushed sound wakes you from your restless sleep, the first 

warm wind of the new year, frost rising…” you—at least I—feel it, just in the way he has chosen his 

words. He never lets you stop on a word. It’s “lifting its coffin”, not opening, it’s lifting; “leaving its seed 

in the iris”, not putting. It’s all placing and softening, and all reflected in the way he has chosen and 

placed the words. And I thought, this is like the dawning of the light.  

 

“Fiddlehead” is my favorite, my personal favorite. For me, it’s a prayer. All his poems are like prayers. 

But “Fiddlehead” is a gospel song for me.  

 

Lorelei: I noticed at the top that you say “gospel shaping”, and that was one of my questions. What does 

that mean? 

 

Libby: Do you watch gospel choirs at all? 

 

Lorelei: I do. Actually, our program ends with a couple Moses Hogan spirituals.  

 

Libby: That makes sense. Conducting and shaping of gospel music is quite different than conducting and 

shaping music of Western European tradition. While there is meter, it’s not meant to be precisely duple 

or triple divided. It’s meant to shape itself around the beat—the pulse actually, it’s not really a beat. The 

gospel singing tradition and the spiritual tradition is very much a shaping of the music as you go within 

the context of a four, or a three, whatever the metric context is. You shape the expression inside the 

metric. 

 

Lorelei: With “Fiddlehead”, this is an interesting movement to me. “I am lost in this small pleasure 

nothing can contain.” Contain has a few meanings, right? One of the meanings of contain is to limit 

something within boundaries. “Nothing can contain.” So in “Fiddlehead”, you give the choir few 

boundaries rhythmically. You don’t give us a time signature or a tempo, and in fact there are no 

measures. It’s almost like a chant, although you give us time values for the notes, like whole notes and 

half notes.  

 

Libby: Yes, right. 

 

Lorelei: So, too, Tom does not contain his poem with a regular meter. 

 

Libby: No, he doesn’t. And also his rhyme scheme is irregular. Perhaps I’m stumbling with my words, but 

just instinctively it needed to be a spiritual. “Above the still frozen ground”: the first rhyme you get is 

not a true rhyme: ground and brown.  

 

This kind of writing just has no meter to me. But remember, this is a portrait. Tom may say, are you 

kidding? But this is what I found in the poem. 

 



Lorelei: Another interesting thing about containment to me: except for the bass line, the top three 

voices, the melodic line is contained within five or six notes. The altos go from a D to an A, so we’re 

working within just five notes. The soprano line, too, is contained. So it’s melodically contained, but it’s 

not rhythmically contained.  

 

Libby: Two thoughts were on my mind. One is the tight spiral of green that will eventually open. It will 

eventually become a beautiful fern. But for the moment it’s a tight spiral of green. Full of potential of 

growth. It was my intention to keep the ranges of each one of the parts within its own spiral. That was 

one thing that was on my mind. 

 

Another thing that was on my mind is the triadic style of traditional settings of spirituals; there’s quite a 

bit of 1-6-4 parallel chord progressions. I wanted to use that, I did use it on “when I kneel” and “I feel”, 

but I wanted to reflect that declamatory type of closed chord structure that is often used in spiritual 

settings. I wanted to give Anton a present.  

 

[Note: Anton Armstrong is the guest conductor for the premiere concert of Alaska Spring.] 

 

Lorelei: Do you think he’ll recognize it as a present? 

 

Libby: I don’t know! I’m actually trying very hard to honor who Anton is, which is a consummate 

conductor in the world of American choral music: gospel, spiritual, St. Olaf style. He has infinite 

experience at his command, and I wanted to honor that in this group of songs. 

 

Lorelei: Dwelling still on that last line, and I’m probably reading too much into things, but the last line 

also to me seems ironic, because another meaning of contain is just include, not necessarily with limits. 

“I’m lost in this small pleasure nothing can contain.” Isn’t it ironic that this poem does contain or include 

so much pleasure? The purpose of the poem is to hold or give pleasure. 

 

Libby: Maybe you’re reading too much into “contain” and not enough into “pleasure”. To be lost in a 

small pleasure is, to my way of thinking, an oxymoron. I’m not quite sure what you’re getting at, so keep 

going and let me see… 

 

Lorelei: [I stumble around with a few garbled sentences before finally articulating what I mean…] To me 

there’s an irony in saying “you can’t contain this pleasure” because doesn’t this poem contain this 

pleasure? Doesn’t this song contain pleasure? 

 

Libby: Oh, I see what you’re saying. Yes! I agree with you. Absolutely. The last note of the bass really 

resolves both the note value, the dotted half, and the low G, which you only heard once before, in “to 

harvest”. It is meant as the pleasure of reaching the point of arrival, that low G, just that one G. And in 

fact, to my ear, the holding off of the G, because of the tight-knit quality of the top three voices, it’s the 

basses that have the range, from the high B to the low G. It’s the ground that’s yielding up the 

fiddlehead fern. It’s the knife that’s going into the ground to harvest it. Having the basses all over, within 



that range of the 12th, and having them arrive and hold that low G, is to my ear pleasurable. A small 

pleasure of a fundamental chord. 

 

Lorelei: It’s interesting to me that you talked about the fiddlehead fern coming from the ground because 

“ground” is a word that comes up four times in Alaska Spring, more than any other word, other than 

“and” or “I” or something small like that. Although it is significant that “I” keeps appearing over and over 

again because it’s such a personal piece. But “ground” is the word that ties the whole piece together. 

Somehow Tom keeps coming back to “ground”… or rather the poems you selected from his body of 

works all contain “ground”. Was that intentional, in the poems you selected for Alaska Spring? 

 

Libby: No. Well, actually, probably yes on an instinctual level and a visual level more than an analytical 

level. Yes, I kept imagining the frozen ground unfreezing in every song, in every poem. And that means, 

musically, to me, tempo, and harmony, and how meter is present. But yes, I wasn’t thinking “sky” for 

instance, or “mountain peaks”.  

 

Lorelei: Let’s talk about “Walking the Marsh”. I had a very interesting conversation with Tom about this 

poem. I interviewed him on Thursday. He is such a nice man. I told him that “Walking the Marsh” for me 

was the only poem in Alaska Spring that really had an obvious meter. And he asked whether I heard 

iambic pentameter, and I told him that to me, the poem begins and ends with anapests, which is the 

triple meter of poetry. In the middle it’s iambic, but the beginning and end are anapests. We reread it, 

and he agreed that they were anapests. He either didn’t intend that or had forgotten. 

 

Libby: Interesting. 

 

Lorelei: “I have followed the flight of a trumpeter swan. I have looked through a window of ice. I have 

picked crowberries blacker than coal… I have walked where mastodons walked. I have fallen in love 

with the world.” To me those are clear anapests. And it’s an unusual meter for poetry. There really 

aren’t many poems in that meter. And when you find it, it tends to be lighter poetry, like “Twas the 

night before Christmas and all through the house.” But in music, the triple meter is quite common.  

 

And to me, of your five movements, this is the one with the most obvious pulse. And I was wondering 

whether that was in response to a pulse you heard in the poetry, even if Tom didn’t intend it. 

 

Libby: Absolutely it is. This one I struggled with a bit. Maybe this is why. Although it is anapest, it’s not 

musical triple. It’s not 123123. Nor is it 6/8, like 123456123456. It’s really 3/2, if that makes sense to 

you. 

 

Lorelei: Well, I want to ask you more about that, because I understand what 3/2 means: half note gets 

the beat, three half notes per measure. But I feel like the quarter note gets the beat, when I sing it, and 

when I hear it. 

 

Libby: No, I need to come up and rehearse with you guys. 



 

Lorelei: Tell me how you intend it. 

 

Libby: Let me get the poem and the music in front of me… “I have followed the flight.” So, it’s not 

accenting every syllable. I’m talking about a pulse that underlies the triple. It could be 123456 but that 

would be accenting every syllable. 

 

Lorelei: To me the emphasis is on “fol” of “followed”, “flight”, and “trum”, and “swan”.  

 

Libby: That’s because you’re going up, and that’s very typical of trained singers, to go from low to high 

and put the emphasis on the high. But really “I have follooowed… theeee… flight!” So, imagine a bird 

swooping, dipping in the air. The bird swoops up. But “fol” and “trump”, those are fulcrums, they’re not 

points of arrival. 

 

Lorelei: So where would you put the emphasis? Which syllables in that line? 

 

Libby: I would have used no meter at all. But I would probably put it between “fol” and “low”. [Sings the 

opening line.] Give emphasis going from the E to the D. 

 

Lorelei: How about the line “I have touched lichen on a caribou’s skull” on page 18.  

 

Libby: That feels more 6/8 ish because the word is “lichen”. It’s not “I have touched lichen on”. It’s “I 

have touched lichen”. Shift the word stress.  

 

Lorelei: Yeah, with that line, that’s when the poem becomes iambic in the middle. That’s where it starts. 

 

Libby: And it’s more like a fulcrum. He’s not going da-dum da-dum da-dum da-dum. I’m using the word 

fulcrum because that’s how I feel he uses meter. It’s not “I have looked through a window”. It’s “I have 

looked through a window.” “I have touched… I have picked…” what? It’s not the verb that’s important; 

it’s the next thing.  

 

Lorelei: Another interesting thing Tom said about this poem: he said he had the last line first. 

 

Libby: “I have fallen in love with the world”? 

 

Lorelei: Yup. That’s the first line he wrote, or it’s the first line he had in mind. And every line up to that 

builds and explains why he has fallen in love with the world. 

 

Libby: That makes sense, doesn’t it? 

 

Lorelei: Yeah. Do you feel like your emphasis in the composition was “I have fallen in love with the 

world”, or do you think it’s more about the mastodons? Where were you going with the piece? 



 

Libby: That’s really interesting. For me it’s the journey. It’s “I have looked… I have touched… I have 

picked… I have placed…” and therefore I have fallen in love with the world. 

 

Lorelei: Going back to the first movement, “April”. Your website mentions some quotes from some 

publications about your work. The Philadelphia Inquirer says your music has “clear textures, easily 

absorbed rhythms and appealing melodic contours that make singing seem the most natural expression 

imaginable.” Would you say that these qualities, the clear textures, the easily absorbed rhythms, and 

appealing melodic contours characterize Alaska Spring? Where did you choose to employ those 

techniques, and where did you not, and I’m specifically thinking about that first movement, but feel free 

to comment on any of them. 

 

Libby: On my website, when was that quote? 

 

Lorelei: There is no date.  

 

Libby: I suspect it was a while ago, and the reason I bring that up is that as time has gone on, I have been 

very interested in trying to understand how flow and meter can either cooperate or work in 

counterpoint to each other. I would say clear textures for Alaska Spring absolutely holds true. I wanted 

to make the textures very clear. The harmonies are familiar but unexpected, except in the spiritual, but 

even there, there are some very expected harmonies that happen, but no I wanted to make the 

harmonies familiar but alien at the same time. The rhythms, depending on who’s looking at it, are less 

easy, less obvious, than say [sings a sing-songy rhythm]. The poetry is much more sophisticated than the 

very meager amount of dance meters that composers use. We’re given dance meters 3/4 and 4/4, but 

nobody speaks that way. We don’t move in 4/4 or 3/4 or 6/8 or 2/4, and we don’t speak that way. And 

our finest poets know that, living poets in particular, and especially living poets who are writing in 

American English. They understand how the language works, and they know that it is a polymetric 

language. The challenge is to find those moments of recognized meter, like “when a hushed sound 

wakes you from a restless sleep”, and then find those moments in the poem that beg off a meter, 

“another almost snowless winter”. You wouldn’t want to force a meter that has nothing to do with the 

words.  

 

So in the first song, I used the 6/8 as a way to bring the person from sleep to waking, that moment of 

twilight when you go from sleeping to awake, and you recognize you’re breathing. It’s a metaphor for 

being alive in the world. And the metaphor has just started when we move into realms that are not 

meter, such as the realm of the spirit and holiness.  

 

Lorelei: Another part of that quote was “appealing melodic contours”. When I told you at the beginning 

of our conversation that I felt that your music sounded like you had been through a long Alaska winter, I 

was talking about these first three measures because the voices sing in unison, and the melodic contour 

to me is not easy to sing because there are some funky whole notes and half notes in there. And it’s 

spare. To me those measures capture the essence of an Alaska winter because (and I’m sure it’s the 



same in Minnesota, too) the winter of the North has very little color. It’s austere. It doesn’t seem like 

the music and poetry of the winter should be rich. It seems like it should be frigid in a way. 

 

Libby: I thought so. I agree. 

 

Lorelei: I listened to a lecture of Tom’s from three years ago, and he talked about imagistic poems verses 

metered and structured poetry. Early in his career, he was writing entirely imagistic poems, like the ones 

in Alaska Spring, and since then, he’s started writing more and more contained poetry, like sonnets and 

the Chinese shih form, which is an eight-line verse, and word count poems and syllabic poem and 

metered and structured poems. But for Alaska nature poems he continues to use imagistic poems. And 

he says, “I still believe a stripped-down style works best when writing about the North. A cut-down, 

condensed style seems to work best in trying to grasp the immensity of the North.”  

 

I’m wondering if you think this is true of music of the North as well, or at least in the way you are trying 

to use your music to capture the North? That a stripped down, condensed style works best? 

 

Libby: For this set of poems, I would say yes, except for the last half of “Walking the Marsh”, where it 

becomes quite romantic, quite romantic. But yes, I would say a stripped-down, bare, not florid or lush. 

There’s no attempt at that. The attempt is stripped down and bare. 

 

Lorelei: The last movement becomes very romantic. 

 

Libby: In comparison to the others, yes! 

 

Lorelei: We haven’t talked about word painting. 

 

Libby: [Laughs.] What fun! 

 

Lorelei: When I sing your music and read the score, I feel and hear a lot of word painting. Is that what 

you intended? 

 

Libby: Absolutely. [Laughs.] Absolutely. It’s great fun! This kind of spare quality can itself be quite 

monochromatic to the ear, so I word painted everywhere, either in metaphor or in obvious places. 

 

Lorelei: Can you give me examples? 

 

Libby: Well, we’ve talked about “Another almost snowless winter”. Word paint, absolutely, either in 

metaphor. The line itself word paints. It’s another almost pitchless melody. Another almost shapeless 

melody. “When a hushed sound wakes you…” that is a kind of word painting, again in metaphor, when 

you take a breath, [intakes a breath to demonstrate], when you take in your first wakeful breath. In “the 

first warm wind”, the harmonies are quite warm, in comparison to “another almost snowless winter”.  

 



Lorelei: “Lifting its coffin…” the line ascends… 

 

Libby: “Leaving its seed” is just plunk on the word “seed”. And then, depending on how adventurous the 

choir feels, there’s a question of when you change to the F between measures 26 and 27, and whether 

the choir takes a breath before “so”. 

 

Lorelei: Do you want me to tell you? 

 

Libby: No. I’ll be surprised. 

 

Lorelei: Because we’ve made those decisions. 

 

Libby: I’m sure you have! That’s a question then. There’s a moment for word painting there that’s not so 

obvious. The iris blossoms into “so”. But that’s a very subtle kind of word painting. In “Extending the 

Range”, “spiral” towards the light. And “muskeg spades the air”: the change of key just for that moment 

is another kind of word painting. It’s harmonic painting. We could go through the entire piece. “Where I 

wait… Where I wait…” [which is repeated over many measures] is waiting and waiting. Then the 

hummingbird is painted with the strings. It’ll be quite lovely when the strings join you guys. 

 

Lorelei: We haven’t rehearsed yet with the strings, and I noticed in the score that there is some word 

painting in the strings, but I’m afraid I haven’t picked up on other elements in the strings yet by just 

reading the score. Are there other things we should be listening for in the strings? 

 

Libby: Yes, yes yes yes. I’m looking at “Extending the Range”. And if you look at just the first measure, 

[sings string line], it’s taking off, it’s the raven taking off the branch, and then hovers. And then, looking 

at measure 11, the ferns spiraling toward the light. The same thing is happening in the music. In the 

voices it’s very obvious: the voices are spiraling toward the light, up from basses to sopranos. But if you 

look at the strings, the strings actually are spiraling as they move up. If you watch the string players, 

they’ll bow back and forth, back and forth, as they move up. So there’s a motion in the bowing there 

that not only supports the line but is visual spiraling. Then, of course, the hummingbird. It’ll be 

delightful. 

 

Lorelei: [speaking of the next printed page, which has no music printed on it but says “intentionally 

blank”] I love “intentionally blank”. I wrote beneath it “intentionally ironic”. 

 

Libby: I’m very excited to hear the last three bars of the second movement, to see if the choir lets the 

first violin’s lightness and delicacy come through. 

 

In “Juncos”, of course, the strings just leap around. There are articulations necessary for strings and 

woodwinds that don’t mean much to choral singers. It first happens in measure 15. The cello and viola 

take the bass line and pass it back and forth to each other; they’re staccato. But the staccato in the 

upper violin is a staccato with an accent. There are infinite numbers of ways to play a staccato with an 



accent; you can play it on the pip, down at the frog, off the string, on the string, in the middle… there 

are so many ways to play it. It gives the string quartet a chance to really be a quartet. They have to work 

out how they’re going to do it. On the page, it looks fairly standard, but it’s not. On the piano, too, 

unless you have a world-class, collaborative pianist who can really differentiate between different kinds 

of staccatos. But there’s only, like, five in the world who can do that. 

 

Lorelei: Who are they? 

 

Libby: Well, Craig Rutenberg, Warren Jones, Brian Zeger. They’re out there. They just take your breath 

away. They say, “This says staccato; do you want…” and then they give you eight different kinds. 

 

Also, I think when you hear the strings in “Walking the Marsh”, when the choir hears the strings, it will 

help create that legato line that exists and rides on the pulse. Because the strings will be bowing, and I 

know that will support the legato line so you don’t feel like you’re singing quarter notes. 

 

Lorelei: You know, I probably misspoke. It’s not that we’re singing with a quarter note pulse, and David 

in rehearsal has not been conducting us in quarter notes. But I am hearing the accent on every third 

beat, at least on the beginning and end lines, so it’s really interesting that you pointed out that it’s 

because of the high points on the melodic line. We’re definitely going toward “looked” rather than 

“through”. I’m sure it is because it’s the high note. 

 

Libby: And I knew that when I was composing it. But when you actually do follow the flight of a bird, the 

bird gets to the fulcrum before you do. They don’t stop anywhere.  

 

Lorelei: There are a lot of birds in this piece. The juncos, the hummingbird, the ravens, the snowy owl 

also. Tom told me a funny story about the snowy owl. He still remembers vividly the snowy owl that he’s 

describing. He almost stepped on it. He was walking through a marsh near Hurricane, Alaska, where he 

had a cabin for some time, and he said he was just walking along when he practically stepped on a 

snowy owl that he had never seen, and it just rose in flight. He flushed it out. 

 

Libby: Wow, that must have been beautiful.  

 

Yeah, birds are the counterpoint to the frozen ground.  

 

Lorelei: What am I forgetting to ask you? What do you want to tell me about the piece?  

 

Libby: I feel like I could set Tom Sexton’s poetry for the rest of my life. It’s so beautiful and so natural to 

me. I just found something in his work that is something that I’ve been searching for in all my work in 

texts. I have been looking for what is lyrical about American English. Just the language itself, it is not a 

particularly lyrical language. It’s a rhythmic language, and a language that’s subtle, one word to the next, 

because it’s such a young language. I find such an authentic lyricism at least in these poems. 

 



Lorelei: I asked him whether he was at all nervous about another artist interpreting his poems, and he 

exclaimed, “NO!” He said he was so honored. He seemed shocked that I thought to ask him that 

question. He was so honored to be asked. I asked him about his musical background, and he said, “I 

can’t even carry a tune.”  

 

Libby: But he’s quite a musician.  

 

Lorelei: Yeah, it’s funny because he says, “I have no musical background.” 

 

Libby: Maybe that’s what I’m hearing and finding in these poems. It really is authentic. It’s very hard to 

find. I adore poetry. I read read read and talk to poets and have friends who are poets, but there’s 

nothing contrived about his work, and yet it is absolutely masterful. Maybe it’s a lack of self-

consciousness? I don’t know what it is. But to me it is so genuine and authentic and contemporary. And 

vulnerable.  

 

Lorelei: Going back to the question of other artists interpreting your work. For you as a composer, every 

time a new conductor or ensemble performs your piece, it’s like it’s getting interpreted all over again. 

Does that make you nervous ever? 

 

Libby: [Laughs.] I’ve learned to live with it. Yeah, sometimes it does make me nervous. But most of the 

time, in a premiere situation, the process we’re having, I’m not nervous at all because we all are 

meeting each other at a point of respect for each other’s talent. But subsequent performances, I’ve 

heard some interesting interpretations of my work, even characters added to operas. Yes, it does make 

me nervous. On the other hand, if the work is strong, it probably will lend itself to many interpretations. 

 

Lorelei: In hearing a work premiered, even if the performers are playing it as you intended it, does it 

ever surprise you, like, “Oh, is that what it sounds like?” 

 

Libby: When I was younger, yes, but not for years and years. But part of my job is to know exactly what 

it sounds like. So, no, it doesn’t surprise me anymore. But it did, when I was first getting my skills 

together. Sometimes I wrote things that didn’t work.  

 

[Then we discussed a couple of her prior works, including Beauty and Beast, a choral work which she has 

now withdrawn, and the Underwear Opera, an opera she wrote about a woman who wants to be buried 

in red silk lingerie, which has yet to be produced by an opera company, and her interest in setting the 

works of female poets and the letters of women in history.] 

 

Lorelei: Libby, thank you so much for your time today. This was such a fascinating conversation for me, 

and I just really appreciate it. 

 

Libby: Likewise, I look forward to meeting you.  

 



Lorelei: Thank you! See you in a few months! 

 


