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PROGRAM NOTE 

I have always had a certain fascination with outer space, the Solar System, other planets, the 
cosmos, and the unknown. Centered on these themes, Lift on lv1ars is a setting for soprano and 
orchestra of two parts of Tracy K. Smith's poem "My God, It's Full of Stars." The original poem 
consists of five parts, of which I have selected the first and last parts. In the original poem, the 
parts are untitled, but for Lift on lv1ars, I chose titles for the two movements from lines that I feel 
capture the central idea of each part. 

In the first movement, "A Cosmic Mother," slow, expansive sections contrast faster, 
frenetic, recitative-like sections. The text expresses abstract ideas of the unknown elements of the 
cosmos-ideas that are both awe-inspring and terrifying at the same time. 

The text of the second movement, "The Reagan Years," deals with popular culture 
surrounding the space expeditions and research of the 1980s. The movement begins with a drum 
set solo that continues throughout most of the movement, weaving in and out of other orchestral 
colors that enter and leave the texture. 
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MOVEMENTS AND TEXT 

from "My God, It's Full of Stars" by Tracy K. Smith 

I. A Cosmic Mother 

We like to think of it as parallel to what we know, 
Only bigger. One man against the authorities. 
Or one man against a city of zombies. One man 

Who is not, in fact, a man, sent to understand 
The caravan of men now chasing him like red ants 
Let loose down the pants of America. Man on the run. 

Man with a ship to catch, a payload to drop, 
This message going out to all of space .... Though 
Maybe it's more like life below the sea: silent, 

Buoyant, bizarrely benign. Relics 
Of an outmoded design. Some like to imagine 
A cosmic mother watching through a spray of stars, 

Mouthing yes, yes as we toddle toward the light, 
Biting her lip if we teeter at some ledge. Longing 
To sweep us to her breast, she hopes for the best 

While the father storms through adjacent rooms 
Ranting with the force of I<:ingdom Come, 
Not caring anymore what might snap us in its jaw. 

Sometimes, what I see is a library in a rural community. 
All the tall shelves in the big open room. And the pencils 
In a cup at Circulation, gnawed on by the entire population. 

The books have lived here all along, belonging 
For weeks at a time to one or another in the brief sequence 
Of family names, speaking (at night mostly) to a face, 

A pair of eyes. The most remarkable lies. 

All text used by permission from Tracy K. Smith and Graywolf Press. 
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II. The Reagan Years 

When my father worked on the Hubble Telescope, he said 
They operated like surgeons: scrubbed and sheathed 
In papery green, the room a clean cold, a bright white. 

He'd read Larry Niven at home, and drink scotch on the rocks, 
His eyes exhausted and pink. These were the Reagan years, 
When we lived with our finger on The Button and struggled 

To view our enemies as children. My father spent whole seasons 
Bowing before the oracle-eye, hungry for what it would find. 
His face lit up whenever anyone asked, and his arms would rise 

As if he were weightless, perfectly at ease in the never-ending 
Night of space. On the ground, we tied postcards to balloons 
For peace. Prince Charles married Lady Di. Rock Hudson died. 

We learned new words for things. The decade changed. 

The first few pictures came back blurred, and I felt ashamed 
For all the cheerful engineers, my father and his tribe. The second time, 
The optics jibed. We saw to the edge of all there is-

So brutal and alive it seemed to comprehend us back. 

Vll 



INSTRUMENTATION 

Piccolo 
Flute 1-2 
Oboe 1-2 
English Horn 

Clarinet 1-2 in ED 

Bass Clarinet in Bf, 
Bassoon 1-2 
Contrabassoon 

Horn 1-2-3-4 in F 
Trumpet 1-2-3 inC (harmon mutes required) 
Trombone 1-2 (cup mutes required) 
Bass Trombone 
Tuba 

Timpani 
Percussion 1 

Drum Set: Hi-Hat Cymbal, Snare Drum, Bass Drum (with kick pedal) 
Crotales (shared with Percussion 2) 

Percussion 2 
Crotales (shared with Percussion 1) 
Xylophone 
Tam-Tam 
Slapstick 

Percussion 3 

Piano 

Vibraphone (with bow) 
Suspended Cymbal (with bow) 

Solo Lyric Soprano (or Mezzo-Soprano) 

Strings (minimum 8-8-6-6-4) 

The score is transposed. 

Piccolo and xylophone sound one octave higher than written. Crotales 
sound two octaves higher than written. Contrabassoon and double bass 
sound one octave lower than written. 

Total duration: ca. 16'30" 
I. A Cosmic Mother: ca. 8'30" 
II. The Reagan Years: ca. 8'00" 
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