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F
This collection of pieces for ‘new music ensemble’ in the 
broadest sense represents works composed across a span 
of about a dozen years (1996 – 2009). The Los Angeles-
based Xtet, with its highly variable instrumentation and 
composer/performer ethos, was the ideal vehicle to under-
take all of these pieces, as well as a number of others which 
I have written for or tested out with the ensemble over the 
past quarter century.

Whistling in the Dark, completed in February 1999, is a single-movement work of about 
thirteen minutes duration which I wrote for the California EAR Unit, and it is an homage 
to this other venerable Los Angeles-based ensemble, its virtuosity and internal sense of 
time. The piece is scored for flute, bass clarinet, two percussion, piano, violin and cello. 
Several of the percussion instruments – tambourine and sistrum, maracas, clay flower 
pots, almglocken and log drum – help create a rather folk-like and decidedly west coast 
California sound. There is boppy, cheerful piano music which begins Whistling in the 
Dark that is suddenly transformed into much more aggressive, dissonant stuff. It is as 
if you were looking at a two-faced mask with a smile on one side and a grimace on the 
other. The slow dance is tinged more with melancholy than romance, a lonely couple 
dancing at some tropical backwater bar at the end of the world. There is fast music 
toward the end of the piece to which I imagined people dressed in Depression-era garb 
doing aerobics in hell. The boppy music, however, reappears as if nothing had happened; 
it remains doggedly optimistic. Yet there is something lurking just around the corner, 
just beneath the surface. There we were at the tail-end of the 1990s; weren’t many of us 
just whistling in the dark? 



some of his commissions as he turns them in. Wet Ink is a celebration of ink-not-yet-dry 
music, freshly made works launched each season by this wonderful composer and friend 
for several decades and counting. This version for nine instruments was completed in 
October, 2009, lasts about six and a half minutes and is cast in a back-for-another-year 
(one to grow on) ritornello form. 
 
Extant began its life in 1996 as a three-minute 10th birthday present for Xtet. Beyond 
the punning nature of the title, I had been thinking about how lovely and relatively 
uncommon the bassoon is as a soloist in a new music group. I had also been thinking 
with a certain sadness about how remarkable it was in those days that any new music 
group could last ten years in this country’s artistic climate. There we were, unlike the 
dodo, extant. The chance to expand this piece came in 1997 from David Stock and the 
Pittsburgh New Music Ensemble with a commission from the Barlow Endowment for 
Music Composition. The first movement (of two) is an extended adagio. Here the mood 
is melancholy and elegiac, though the bassoon is passionate in its lyricism. The second 
movement is much more kaleidoscopic, fast and aggressive, opening with a sort of 
barbaric yawp for bassoon and ensemble, with microtones in the bassoon created by 
playing lower than the actual lowest note of the instrument (!). The bassoon, this 18th 
century contraption, seems to be saying that yes we are extant and yes we intend to stir 
things up for quite awhile longer. The final section, still fast, slows down near the end  
as the bell sounds of the opening movement prevail, leaving the bassoon to disappear  
in a final tremolo in its expressive high register. I wrote Extant for Xtet’s composer/
bassoonist/polymath John Steinmetz; he and I met several times during the course of  
its composition for the sharing of ideas about technical and artistic matters. It was a 
most enjoyable collaboration.    
               –Donald Crockett

Composer Donald Crockett is dedicated to creating music inspired by the musicians 
who perform it. He has received commissions from the Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra 
(Composer-in-Residence 1991-97), Pasadena Chamber Orchestra (Composer-in-Residence 
1984-86), Kronos Quartet, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Hilliard Ensemble, Stanford String 

Tracking Inland began with its instrumentation. When commissioned for a new work by 
Pacific Serenades in 2001, I asked music director Mark Carlson if I might be able to write 
for a somewhat larger chamber ensemble than their norm since I already had two string 
quartets and various trios, quartets and quintets in my catalogue. Mark suggested the 
Ravel Introduction and Allegro; I was delighted to accept the challenge of composing a 
companion work for the same instrumentation of flute, clarinet, harp and string quartet. 
It is interesting how some pieces can generate an entire repertory and ensembles will be 
created due to a single work. Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire is of course the most famous 
example, with many new music ensembles founded with its instrumentation as a basis 
and with approximately a zillion pieces written for ‘Pierrot plus percussion.’ As for 
Tracking Inland itself, it takes as a point of departure the coloristic possibilities of the 
Introduction and Allegro ensemble, and over the course of its 17 or so minutes one can 
hear Franco-Russian influences – that is to say, Ravel, Debussy and Stravinsky, in addi-
tion to various trends in American music that are always a part of my language. Though 
I often find inspiration from external sources – especially poetry and the natural world –  
I chose in this piece to focus inward for the basic inspiration. Of course, composers  
and other artists do this much of the time anyway, but I decided to make it central to  
the piece. Nature is here as well, evoked in the image of tracking in a landscape. In the 
opening section I imagine a journey across an inner plain, heading ever inland, with 
shooting stars gradually appearing in the night sky. During my journey inland I discover 
various personages which I express musically. And yes, I was reading some Jung while 
composing the piece. Tracking Inland was commissioned for Pacific Serenades by 
Charles Bush in honor of Susan Bush, and was completed in April 2001.

The original version of Wet Ink (2008) for violin and piano was commissioned by the 
San Francisco-based composers’ collective, COMPOSERS INC, for its 25th Anniversary 
season. When I was asked by pianist Xak Bjerken of Cornell’s Ensemble X to contribute  
a piece to the Steven Stucky 60th birthday celebration concert on November 7, 2009,  
I couldn’t resist making a version of Wet Ink for the nine instruments – 2 flutes, 
2 clarinets, piano and string quartet – matching the instrumentation of Stravinsky’s 
Three Japanese Lyrics that was also on the program. Steve is a dear friend going back 
more than 20 years, and he has at times shared with me the ‘ink still wet’ nature of 



Racine Fricker and Humphrey Searle at the University of Southern California (BM magna 
cum laude 1974, MM 1976) and UC Santa Barbara (PhD 1981), he joined the faculty of 
the University of Southern California Thornton School of Music in 1981. He is currently 
Professor and Chair of the Composition Department and Director of the Contemporary 
Music Ensemble at Thornton, and Senior Composer-in-Residence with the Chamber 
Music Conference and Composers’ Forum of the East.

Xtet, a chamber ensemble of Los Angeles-based musicians, was founded in 1986 to 
explore and expand the domain of chamber music. “X” equals a variable between two 
and twelve or more. Now in its 25th year, this ensemble of strings, winds, percussion, 
harp, piano and conductor performs works for unusual groupings as well as standard 
ensembles such as string quartets and piano trios. They present music from all periods, 
but are particularly fond of music from the 20th and 21st centuries. Over the years Xtet 
has presented numerous world premiere performances of commissioned works, including 
those of its several composer members. In addition to their activities with Xtet, the musicians 
are members of the Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra, Long Beach and Pasadena 
Symphonies, Los Angeles Opera, as well as members of ballet, opera, studio and  
music theater orchestras throughout Southern California. In 1990, Xtet was featured in 
the Los Angeles Festival, and Delos International released a CD featuring Xtet entitled 
Gerald McBoing and other Heros as part of their Music for Young People series. In 2003 
Xtet released a New World Records CD, Sons of Noah, devoted to music of the noted 
California composer, Stephen Hartke. The present recording, Tracking Inland (2011), is 
Xtet’s third CD, and is devoted to music of its conductor and music director, Donald 
Crockett. Xtet has appeared regularly on the famed Monday Evening Concert series, the 
Music and Art series at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and at other well-known 
Los Angeles chamber music venues. As part of the California Arts Council Touring and 
Presenting Programs, they performed at universities and concert halls throughout 
California. Xtet is: Gary Woodward, flutes; Phil O’Connor, clarinets; John Steinmetz,  
bassoon; David Johnson, percussion; Vicki Ray, piano; JoAnn Turovsky, harp; Sarah 
Thornblade and Movses Pogossian, violins; Kazi Pitelka, viola; Roger Lebow, cello; 
Donald Crockett, conductor.

Quartet, Pittsburgh New Music Ensemble, Charlotte Symphony, Music from Angel Fire, 
the Chamber Music Conference and Composers’ Forum of the East (Senior Composer-
in-Residence 2002 - ), Pacific Serenades and the California EAR Unit, among many  
others. Recent projects include commissions from the Harvard Musical Association  
for violist Kate Vincent and Firebird Ensemble, Laguna Beach Live! for the Claremont 
Trio, the San Francisco-based chamber choir, Volti, for its 30th anniversary season, 
Composers’ Inc. for its 25th anniversary season, and a chamber opera, ‘The Face,’ based 
on a novella in verse by poet David St. John. His music has also been widely performed 
by ensembles including the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra, eighth blackbird, Los Angeles 
Master Chorale, Collage, Xtet and the Arditti Quartet, at the Tanglewood, Aspen and 
Piccolo Spoleto festivals, and by artists including violinists Ida Kavafian and Michelle 
Makarski, mezzo soprano Janice Felty, oboist Allan Vogel, pianist Vicki Ray, and conduc-
tors Jorge Mester, JoAnn Falletta, Hugh Wolff, Sergiu Comissiona, Jeffrey Kahane and 
Christof Perick. Donald Crockett was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2006, and 
has also received the Goddard Lieberson Fellowship from the American Academy of Arts 
and Letters, a commission from the Barlow Endowment, an Artist Fellowship from the 
California Arts Council, an Aaron Copland Award and the first Sylvia Goldstein Award 
from the Copland House, a Kennedy Center Friedheim Award, as well as grants and 
awards from the American Music Center, BMI, Bogliasco Foundation (Aaron Copland 
Fellowship, 2007), Composers Inc., the Copland Fund, Meet the Composer and the 
National Endowment for the Arts. His music is published by Keiser Classical and 
Doberman/Yppan, and recorded on the Albany, CRI, ECM, Laurel, Orion and Pro Arte/
Fanfare labels. Also active as a conductor of new music, Donald Crockett has presented 
many world, national and regional premieres with the Los Angeles-based new music 
ensemble Xtet, the USC Thornton Contemporary Music Ensemble, and as a guest  
conductor with the Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra, Pittsburgh New Music Ensemble, 
Cleveland Chamber Symphony, Hilliard Ensemble, California EAR Unit, Firebird Ensemble, 
Ensemble X and the USC Thornton Symphony. He has also been very active over the 
years as a composer and conductor with the venerable and famed Monday Evening 
Concerts in Los Angeles. His recordings as a conductor can be found on the Albany, 
ECM, New World and CRI labels. After composition studies with American composers 
Robert Linn, Halsey Stevens and Edward Applebaum, and British composers Peter 
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 1 Whistling	in	the	Dark (1999) [13:41]
  Gary Woodward, flute | Phil O’Connor, bass clarinet | David Johnson, Nick Terry, percussion
  Vicki Ray, piano | Sarah Thornblade, violin | Roger Lebow, cello

 2 Tracking	Inland (2001) [17:33]
  Gary Woodward, flute | Phil O’Connor, clarinet and bass clarinet | JoAnn Turovsky, harp
  Sarah Thornblade, Joel Pargman, violins | Kazi Pitelka, viola | Roger Lebow, cello

 3 Wet	Ink	(Version	for	Nine	Instruments) (2009) [6:33]
  Gary Woodward, Angela Wiegand, flutes | Phil O’Connor, Gary Bovyer, clarinets | Vicki Ray, piano
  Movses Pogossian, Varty Manouelian, violins | Kazi Pitelka, viola | Roger Lebow, cello

  Extant	(1997)
 4 Adagio [6:08]
 5 Allegro vivo [9:22]
  John Steinmetz, solo bassoon | Gary Woodward, flute | Phil O’Connor, clarinet & bass clarinet
  David Johnson, percussion | Vicki Ray, piano | Allison Allport, harp
  Movses Pogossian, violin | Kazi Pitelka, viola | Roger Lebow, cello

  Total Time = 53:28
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