
Boston Musica Viva 
Interview with Lucy Fitz Gibbon 
 
I had the opportunity to talk to soprano Lucy Fitz 
Gibbon over the week as she prepares for her 
second concert with Boston Musica Viva, 
premiering Shirish Korde’s new piece The 
Conference of the Birds. We discussed everything 
from her introduction into music as a child to her 
philosophy on the importance of music. Fitz 
Gibbon, who is noted for her “dazzling, virtuoso 
singing” (Boston Globe), is an active performer 
and educator. She has performed at Carnegie 
Hall and the Kimmel Center, has appeared with 
the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra, American 
Symphony Orchestra, and the Richmond 
Symphony Orchestra, and has premiered works 
by Kate Soper, John Harbison, and Pauline 
Oliveros. She is currently the Interim Director of 
the Vocal Program at Cornell University and is on 
the faculty of Bard College Conservatory’s 
Graduate Vocal Arts Program. 
 
 
Nicholas Tran: Every musician I have met has a 
different story about how they were introduced 
into classical music. Can you tell me a little bit 
about how and when did you got started in 
music? 
 
Lucy Fitz Gibbon: My mom, though not a 
professional musician, plays the piano, so I really 
have been immersed in music since I was in 
utero. (In fact, one of the last things she did before 
I was born was to see a performance of Pierrot 
Lunaire! No wonder I love new music.) My own 
musical journey started when I began playing the 
violin at age five. My parents took me to many 
concerts and always encouraged my love of 
music, which I share with my younger sister. 
While I always enjoyed listening to vocal 
music—my father started taking me to the opera 
when I was about eight—I didn’t actually start 
singing until I joined a choir in middle school, 
and later started taking private lessons in high 
school. I continued playing the violin very 
seriously through high school, but I started 
focusing more on voice in college. 

 
NT: As a musician, you have a unique 
opportunity and platform to create. Why is music 
important to our world today? What is so special 
about the act of creation?  
 
LFG: I truly cannot stress how important music is, 
to me, and to all of us. Through the study and 
performance of music, we learn to understand 
ourselves, our bodies and minds, but we also 
learn to empathize. The experience of both 
performing and listening to music is an inherently 
empathic one, and the experience of 
understanding one’s self, which we gain through 
the study of music, is similarly one that—I 
believe—ends in a radical empathy for others. 
Music of course has the power to transport us, 
and on a basic level to entertain us, but it most 
importantly has no victor or loser. Instead, our 
goal as performers is to create a communion with 
the audience, to forge a common language so 
that the audience might share in our journey. 
 
NT: You are an incredibly active musician. Can 
you tell me about how you balance everything? 
Do you have any advice for younger musicians 
who are just starting out who feel overwhelmed 
by the amount of work? 
 
LFG: First of all, it helps to have an excellent 
support network, be it comprised of family, 
partners, friends, or teachers. I’m lucky to have 
an incredible partner in my husband, pianist 
Ryan McCullough, and to have the benefit of 
some amazing teachers and mentors in my life. 
But after that, it helps to be organized. I keep a 
very detailed calendar, including making sure I 
take the time to do things that keep me balanced 
and in good physical shape to handle the 
demands of a busy career (in my case, yoga and 
walking). I try to be realistic about my daily goals; 
when I have a looming deadline, I organize my 
music into learnable chunks so that I can feel 
accomplished every day.  
 
NT: Can you tell me about some highlights of 
your career? Moments that made you realize that 
you were meant to be a musician? Would you 



also tell me about some of the challenges that you 
faced, and how you overcame those? 
 
LFG: I have been so lucky to take on many 
different wonderful projects throughout my 
career, and I am truly grateful for each and 
everyone one of them. The moment I realized 
that I wanted to be a musician, though, came not 
in performance but in a rehearsal during 
undergrad: I was working on the role of La 
Musica in Monteverdi’s Orfeo. Since the music is 
strophic, I was confused about why they had 
scheduled such a long rehearsal for me. After all, 
it was just a few measures of notes to learn! Two 
hours later though, I realized we had just begun 
to plumb the surface, and that the alchemy of text 
and music makes for infinite communicative 
possibilities. 
 
Over the years, I have also been lucky enough to 
hear from different audience members how much 
my performances have meant to them. I say this 
not in self-celebration, but rather to explain what 
a humbling experience it is to be this vessel by 
which others are able to process grief and joy, 
pain and happiness. This, combined with the 
profound honor that it is to teach students to 
discover and use their own, true voices, is truly 
why I am a musician.  
 
In terms of challenges, I think that to be a 
professional musician today is to walk a relatively 
uncharted path. The profession is changing so 
much, in exciting ways but in ways that also 
provide less stability than in decades past. For 
me, singing is a perfect microcosm of so much of 
life, and provides infinite lessons for how to live 
well—starting with to gain control, one must 
cede control. It is a constant exercise in learning 
to trust that all will work out as it should, while 
simultaneously trying to perform music in the 
most honest, truthful, and heartfelt manner. I feel 
profoundly lucky to do what I love, and I do not 
take it for granted. 
 
NT: In your biography, you mention that you 
perform everything from recently discovered 
Renaissance works to new works by living 
composers. How do you, as a musician, engage 

with and expand upon the classical canon? Your 
bio says that diversity is the key to classical 
music’s future. What do you do to create spaces 
for underrepresented musicians?  
 
LFG: This is such an excellent question!! While I 
am but a neophyte compared to some amazing 
individuals and arts organizations out there, 
representation and diversity are incredibly 
important to me, and I would love to share some 
of the steps that I take to address these issues.  
 
Firstly, in my teaching, I am lucky to work with a 
very diverse body of students—diverse in terms of 
nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation/gender 
identity, ability, and more—and I believe that the 
music I teach should reflect that diversity. I also 
firmly believe that every voice needs to be heard, 
and that every performance of every piece, no 
matter how imperfect, is valuable: our diverse 
voices reflect our diverse experiences, and this 
diversity is an enormous part of what makes 
classical music relevant. This semester, each of 
my students at Cornell and at Bard has learned 
fantastic pieces by women, people of color, 
members of the queer community, and more. 
This is an important baseline for me: I can’t just 
go around performing music by underrepresented 
minorities, and only teach my students the 
Western canon (though they also study that too; 
everything is in dialogue, and our art becomes 
more thoughtful and ultimately more thought-
provoking when we understand it in context).  
 
Secondly, in my work for arts organization Sparks 
and Wiry Cries, I have made a concerted effort to 
highlight the contributions of non-white 
performers, composers, and poets to the world of 
art song. For example, there is an incredible 
history of African-American performers and 
composers of art song, but many of us don’t know 
enough about these pioneers. This research has 
led to real-world applications, both in the 
repertoire that I program for myself and teach my 
students, as well as in the work that Cornell’s elite 
choral ensemble is exploring this year. 
 
Thirdly, in my recital programming, I am 
committed to including as many pieces by 



underrepresented minorities as possible. 
Occasionally concert presenters can be leery of 
works by composers unknown to them, but I have 
found that audience after audience is receptive to 
new works and to new sounds when they are 
introduced in the right way. Sometimes my 
programs are comprised of entirely non-canonic 
works, other times they are a mix of pieces from 
the canon and newer works (or older works by 
underrepresented minorities). I do make a 
concerted effort that at least 50% of the music I 
perform in a given season is by underrepresented 
minorities. 
 
Fourthly, I do work with a lot of composers, and 
I prioritize working with minority composers to 
the best of my ability. I have been extraordinarily 
lucky to work with some amazing people who 
have introduced new musical worlds to me; one 
such person is Indian-American composer Reena 
Esmail. Through premiering her incredibly 
moving piece for soprano, Hindustani singer, and 
orchestra, Meri Sakhi ki Avaaz, I had the privilege 
of working with her friend, the great Saili Oak. 
My musical partnership with Reena and Saili has 
been one of the great joys of my past few seasons. 
 
Finally, I am not always able to control what 
music I perform; one is asked to present certain 
works, especially in chamber or orchestral 
concerts, and there may be no conversation 
about diversity. However, when an outside 
organization asks what repertoire I would like to 
work on, I always have a list of composers and 
pieces that I would like to perform—and that list 
is skewed very heavily towards non-white, non-
male composers. On rare occasion, I have 
refused to perform pieces that I felt were 
offensive.  
 
I know there’s always room for more growth and 
learning, and I constantly strive to be a better 
friend, ally, and performer. I passionately love 
this art form, and I fervently believe that it is better 
when it reflects all of us. 
 
NT: Collaboration is an integral part to 
musicianship. You have worked with many 
composers, large orchestras, chamber groups, 

and individual artists. Tell me about some of the 
most meaningful collaborations you have had in 
your career so far. 
 
LFG: This is a big question packed into just a few 
sentences! Here are a few important ones, 
though: 
 
Hands down, the most meaningful musical 
collaboration I have had is with my 
aforementioned husband, pianist Ryan 
McCullough. We met at chamber music camp at 
the end of high school, and read Brahms songs 
together even then; our first recital together was 
in the summer after my sophomore year of 
college. Ryan is a brilliant musician and the most 
generous human. I am so grateful to be able to 
collaborate with my life partner in such a 
profound way. 
 
I met composer Sheila Silver in 2014 and have 
been performing her music ever since: her opera 
A Thousand Splendid Suns, as well as some of her 
gorgeous song literature. Working on her opera 
has been an especially meaningful experience, in 
no small part because the creative team has been 
comprised of women—female composer, 
conductor, and director—in a piece that is at its 
core about relationships between women. 
Though the work takes place in Afghanistan (it is 
based off of the novel by Khaled Hosseini), the 
story is universal, and the harrowing abuse, iron 
strength, and compassionate love that suffuse the 
opera are as at home in modern-day America as 
they are anywhere in history. 
 
As I told the Philadelphia Chamber Music Society 
earlier this season, “It would be impossible to put 
into mere words how grateful I am for the time I 
have spent at Marlboro. My time there has been 
life-changing, and even after four summers I am 
still in awe that I was given that amazing gift. But 
since you asked, I’ll try! Marlboro gave me time: 
time to work, time to listen, time to learn. 
Marlboro made me feel valued, and this in turn 
has encouraged me to trust my instincts and to be 
more daring in my musical choices. The other 
musicians at Marlboro, juniors and seniors alike, 
are all so incredibly talented and so generous in 



their music-making, open to new ideas while 
always striving for excellence. The idealism of 
this place—the nearly infinite time, the ultimate 
high standards, the sheer technical ability 
combined with openness of spirit—has been a 
sustaining force in my life and in my music when 
the inevitable return to reality occurs.” 
 
NT: During the 2018-19 season, you premiered 
John Harbison’s monodrama IF with Boston 
Musica Viva. What was that experience like? This 
year, you’ll be premiering Shirish Korde’s The 
Conference of the Birds. How has your 
relationship with Viva evolved? 
 
LFG: I first became aware of John Harbison’s 
music in high school, when I was at the Boston 
University Tanglewood Institute. My first summer 
there, I performed John’s Abraham, for double 
choir and brass. My second summer there, my 
sister (a cellist in the orchestra) played one of his 
symphonies. I still remember my wide-eyed 
conversation with him about how much I 
enjoyed his piece. I never would have dreamed 
that I would get to work with him, let alone 
premiere one of his pieces! And yet I was lucky 
enough to work with him when I was a 
Tanglewood fellow, to perform some of his music 
at his summer festival in Token Creek, WI, to 
record some of his music for Albany Records, and 
finally to premiere IF last fall.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I enjoyed working with the musicians and staff of 
Boston Musica Viva so much, and I’m grateful to 
be coming back to premiere Shirish’s The 
Conference of the Birds. I met Shirish last 
February in Richmond, VA, where I was 
performing Reena Esmail’s Meri Sakhi ki Avaaz 
and BMV’s Jan Müller-Szeraws was performing 
Shirish’s concerto for cello and tabla. I really 
enjoyed getting to know Shirish and his music 
through our week together there, and was so 
excited when BMV proposed that I take on this 
fantastic new piece.  
 
 
 
After the interview, I asked Fitz Gibbon a few 
“fun-fact” questions and learned that she enjoys 
listening to all styles of music, ranging from 
Handel to The Beatles, is an avid reader, and 
enjoys dancing to Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas 
while baking at home during her free time. 
 
—Nicholas Tran is a graduating composition 
student at the Boston Conservatory at Berklee, 
where he has had works premiered by the Mivos 
Quartet, ContraBAND Ensemble, and the Boston 
Conservatory Composer’s Orchestra.  


