
ersSingthc

I n t r l I c i o t . 1

AN INTERVIE\TMTH
DAVID EVAN THOMAS
Bv Abbie Betinis
(Ji>mpose r- in- Res i de nce

I met l)ar"id l"l":rn'I'homas in
earlt' 2{J(),}, rvhen I crrrshed a parqr
to t'irich he had been officialir,

inviterl. I rcmembrr as.]ocelvn and I went in to shake
his l"r:trrcl 1 uras nervor-rs about meeting somei;orh'
"[A[rous" anri urondercd to mYsc]i, "Ilou'mrnl' serious
cir-rcst.irrns r:arr I ask this guv at rr partf i"

F{is reputarion certainlv prcceded him. At rhe
rimc, hc wlrs composer-in-residence with'i}e Schubert
Chrl ,  (1997-2005),  and hi .s rvorks had been * and
contintre to irc - pren-riered bv well-known Th'in Cities
rnnsicians, such as Maria Jctte, The Rose Enscmble, ancl
the Minnesora Orchestra.. He studied composition at
[astman wir]r Sanruel Adler, and, here ar the Universitv
of Minncsora, u'ith Dominick Arge nto. His caralog
includes work fbr instrumental and vocal soloists,
chorus, orchestra, and a variety of chamher ensernblcs,

Since mccting him four years ago, l'vc had a chence
tn beconre more firmiliar rvith his music. At er-ery
hearing I am reminded rvhy it is so eltbcrive when
a conlposer takes the time to craft a composirion,
ro dcfine a srructure and rhen to support it with
cotrnte rpoinr and harmonl', and to imbue each line wirh
u.arnrth i-ind purpose. S("hile each of his works is unique,
his caralog is unificd by rhat inevitable "Thomas"

rrldemark of fine craft.
Norv rhat lvc lgrou'each othcr hetter, I had no

quaims at all ,rhonl asking him all the serious quesrions
I could think of - all r.rnder the guise of this interview
oFcor.rrsc. He graciouslv spoke to mc at length at a cafb
near his home in tr4inneapolis. Excerprs fbllou'.

Ahbie Betinis IAB\: \Y$-y lo yotr compote?
David Evan Thomas {OET): For me, everyrhine I do in my
lifc is dictared bv tempe ramenr. Jhar rneans I'm happy
an.l irrocluctive rvhen I'm operating within my comfort
zone . furd i ve discovered, through composidon, that
T likc being *lonc, rhat I l ike losing track of time, and
that [ ]rave an introvcrted temperament, lvhereas I had
ahvin's bccn led to believe I u'iLs an cxtrovert. [,ven
though ] rvas a trumpet playe r * and trllmpet players are
rxpected to 

'irail things to rhe w;rli" * i was never going

to be happy as a trumpcr player.
With composition, i feel I can take my time. I can

delibe rate, malce choices. 
'Ihe 

process. . . of approving
rhis and discarding thar.. . is a process by which I
inevitably create the boundaries of my lifb. Gradually,
over time, and a lot of blind alleys, and attempts to go
other directions, I've come back to this existence which
is preny narrow in its scope, bur when I'm within it I'm
very satisfied.

AB:,4s muclt as I'ue heard you talk abaul controlled aspects
of your compositional process, t really fvel a senst af play in
your music. Is that hard n balance?
DET: No... play IS the hralance. Music that plays is balanced,
just as a ball that bounces observes physical laws. -ff4rat

doesn't play is when music is too tightly ccntrolled. Ihat's
one of the rrasons that I steered away from serial music:
too much control and not enough play.

A9: Your catalog iwludes norh far so mlt?ty dffirent y'pts
af ensembles. When 1ou sit dotun to uryite a chorul piece,
what's ruiquel
DET: The first thing is that it'.s an expression of the text.
So thar sets the frame. The text dictates quite a bir: the
rimescale of the piece ... to some extent the musical
language...

Ag: I think of 1,aur uoml Lines as altua1s in seraice to the
text. Hztr did.you ltone .your text-setting skills?
OEt I got nailed on thar pretry early. lr{r {irst
urmposirion teacher, David Russell Williams. had
done a lot of opera coaching, so when he sat down at
the piano with a piece of vocal music, hcd speak it
through as if tlie vocal lines were highlighted.". hed
sing, "'lhe staaars will a-waaaaa-ken, and the moooon
sleeeeps . . . " r,virh the kind of exaggeration of an almost
Sprechsdmme fashion.

AB: I notire that you HSe d lot of classic tex*. Wlty/
DET: I use classic texts because they're rnetrically musical,
rich in imagery, and they dont havc the kinds of
idiosyncrasies that modern poetry has in rrying to be
like regular speech. Classic texts ete more heightened.
They are deliberately under tensian because of the meter
and the rhyme. i like setting free verse too. but it pcses
differenr kincls of problems.
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AB; Yoube worhed close/y with Dominick Argento, uho
prefers to set prose.
DET: fught. In that case, lte is able to provide the tension.
And I think that's what he likes - the fact that the prose
is slack. So het able to erect the kinds of metric and
rhythmic tension he needs to make his lines dance.

AB: That makes sense.
DET: One difference berween Dominick's seting of text
and my setting - is that I am more traditional in the
way I use the underpinnings - either accompanimenr,
or rhythmic srrucrure - whereas he tries to achieve the
same kind of rhythm that the text would have when
spoken. I've found, oddly enough, that I'm just more of
a traditionalist.

AB: How does your experience as a cltoral singerfunction
in your writing? Do you sing your uocal lines through as

_you're writing?
DET: Oh yes... I 'm a male voice, but I'm not really
a baritone, tenor or bass. By qualiry I'm a tenor. By
laziness I'm a baritone! But because I have no real
identity as a choral singer, I can conceive of vocal lines
that are probably more wide-ranging than a singer of a
certain fach would conceive... more elastic.

AB: Tbll me the story of "The keen stars were twinkling"
and the larger piece it comes fom.
DET: The larger piece was commissioned by Geneva
Eschweiler, who wanted something to celebrate her
legacy in Fergus Falls, where she taught for over 30
vears. She left the text completely open ro me, but
the strictures were that it was ro be performed by a
community chorus plus the Fergus Falls College Choir.
Since Geneva was a choral conductor, I developed a 15-
minute piece in praise of singing called Singers to Come.

The heen sttrs were twinkling is the second poem
of four. A prologue extends on either side, functioning
like the cover of a book, containing the other poems
within it.

AB: That's suclt a nice idea. Tell me about the rexr.
DET: \Well, The keen stars aere twinkling is one of [Percy
Bysshe] Shelley's "Jane" poems, one of a number of poems
to Jane \flilliams. The details of their relationship are a
little unclear, but he seemed to regard her as a spirit of
peace within their circle of Friends. I do know also that at
one point he presented her with a guitar.. .

c h o r a  a r t r t t s

I had been reading a lot of Shelley in the mid-1990s
for a different project - a vocal quamer with piano - and
there were four Janes in my life. So I liked the idea of
setting a poem about Jane, and using Janet name.

AB: Would you czmment on the dialogue betuteen the piano
and the chorus?
DET: I do write for unaccompanied chorus a lot, but
in some ways I prefer writing choral art song [i.e.
accompanied by piano] because I think the voice needs
something with more "atrack" to ser ir into relief.
The problem of a concert of choral music for me is
one of contrast. The sonority is just a little bit too
homogeneous.

Strings are really the ideal for me. Those insrruments
have different options to achieve varieties of attack. A
cappella choruses do too, ro some exrenr, but either it's
the text that's doing it - which is a great way, of course
- or there has to be a particular kind of dynamism in
the singing itself.

AB; Do you haue a particular choral sound in your mind
when you write for chorus?
DET: I sang in a wonderful chorus at Northwestern
Universiry the Alice Millar Chapel Choir - a 60-voice
choir with quite a few "ringers" hired from the Chicago
area. \7e did remarkable repertoire: the complete
Rachmaninoff Wspert Schoenberg's Friede auf Erden
...In a sense I have that in my mind, but my model
doesnt actually come from the choral world. My first
love is the orchestra, so when I write for chorus I think of it
orchestrally.

AB: Did you c/toose Minnesota for its new music?
DET: No, I chose it because of Dominick Argento, but I was
aware of the new music scene, and I had a sense that I would
fit in - or at least fit in eventually.

The thing you find in Minnesota is that the
audiences are, first of all, very smart, and second, fairly
conservative. That's nor something to fight with. In fact,
that's part of what the change in my style was about.
The music I was writing up unril even 10 years ago
is very different. But I feel perfectly h"ppy here. The
concert-going environment is very rich. If you wanr to
write "Bang on a Can," go to New York.

AB: Thanks so much for speahing with me, Dauid.
DET Thanks, Abbie. I'm happy to be included on this
imaginative program.


