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There is no steady unretracing progress in this life; we do not advance 
through fixed gradations, and at the last one pause:—through infancy’s 
unconscious spell, boyhood’s thoughtless faith, adolescence’ doubt (the 
common doom), then scepticism, then disbelief, resting at last in man-
hood’s pondering repose of If. But once gone through, we trace the round 
again; and are infants, boys, and men, and Ifs eternally. Where lies the final 
harbor, whence we unmoor no more? In what rapt ether sails the world,  
of which the weariest will never weary?

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick

Claman_1837_book.indd   3-4Claman_1837_book.indd   3-4 8/23/20   1:04 PM8/23/20   1:04 PM



“Pick a piece of music written after 1200 A.D. and compose a piece that responds to it.” That was 
the assignment and the beginning of “Loose Canons.” I’d been fascinated by Ockeghem’s music and 
loved it, but I didn’t understand it. I chose his “Missa Prolationum.” The Mass consists of a variety 
of musical canons at different intervals and points of imitation, similar in this way to J.S. Bach’s 
“Musical Offering.” The music of Ockeghem (ca. 1420-1497) has been described as idiosyncratic, 
without system, even as sounding improvised. Others have characterized him as a “pure cerebralist,  
almost exclusively preoccupied with intellectual problems” (Gray 1928: 62). I’ve wondered if both 
might be true.
 I wanted to bring aspects of Ockeghem’s music into the 20th century by using electric guitars 
played with sustain devices rather than sung voices. I also felt that the strict canonic form of prola-
tion canons, with voices following one another at different speeds, could be modernized. Here, the 
three guitars play the same melody but slip and slide ahead of and behind one another in a way 
that is messier and less hierarchical. In addition, the amplified and distorted guitar sounds interact 
with one another and bounce off the walls of a concert hall, creating rich patterns of overtones and 
dissonances beyond the written notes on the page. Thus, each performance is unique, both requir-
ing and freeing the players to listen, respond, and adapt to unexpected acoustic variables.

The Next Number (2001)
This piece began as one thing, took a turn, and became something quite different. While in  
Chennai on a grant from The American Institute of Indian Studies (AIIS) in 1999, I became  
intrigued by the poetic qualities and sentiments of a famous collection of Tamil sayings from  
the first century A.D. called “Tirukkural.” I asked friends and music students to record some  
of the 1330 sayings, announcing the number of each before reading. Soon I realized that while  
the meaning and musico-poetic qualities of the sayings had interest for me, they would mean  
almost nothing to non-Tamil speakers. I then decided to use only the initial spoken numbers 
which display the elegant cadence and distinct articulation of South Indian English. A simple 
algorithmic process was used to distribute the voices in time and across the stereo spectrum.

Gradus 
I never intended to become a composer. Nor to spend several years in India learning music. I set 
out to be a painter but after twists and turns began writing music at the age of 28. Why did I start 
composing? Why does anyone write music? My first composition teacher, John McDonald, had a 
pretty good answer: “Because there are things you aren’t hearing.” Yes, I wanted to hear something 
different. I wanted many things to be different.
 Growing up I played horn, sang in choirs, and later played electric bass in bands. I listened 
closely to many kinds of music. I sought out music I didn’t understand—that didn’t make sense to 
me. I was interested in it because I didn’t get it. The first concert of Indian classical music I attended 
was by, I learned later, South India’s most renowned classical singer, M.S. Subbulakshmi. I walked 
out about 20 minutes in, not because I disliked the music, but because I didn’t understand what I 
was hearing. But I was intrigued enough to go back and then go back again.
 Things you don’t understand, that may even make you uncomfortable can—if you let them 
in—rewire your brain. Learning a foreign language (especially a non-Indo-European one) compels 
you to reconsider not only what words mean and how you express yourself, but ultimately, how the 
world works and who you are in it. Everything starts to look—and sound—different. For me, that’s 
exhilarating. Composing is similar except you are the one generating different ways of hearing 
and making new sense of the world. You then offer your work to listeners in the hope of sparking 
something fresh in them. Mixed in with this is undeniably an effort on my part to escape social and 
musical conventions (like the young Herman Melville escaping to the South Seas)—in order to 
build and live in a space of possibilities and to share that sought-after freedom with others.

—David Claman, March 2020

Loose Canons for three electric guitars with sustain devices (1995)

“Canon est regula voluntatem compositoris sub obscuritate quadam ostendens.”
(A canon is a rule which shows the intention of the composer in an obscure way.)

—Tinctorus, Diffinitorium (ca. 1500)
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Rescue the Dead (2015)
David Ignatow (1914-1997) was an American poet whose humor and vernacular style have been 
likened to that of Billy Collins. Ignatow lived in New York and taught, like me, in the CUNY 
system. His poems often grapple with death and extol the ephemeral. Our appreciation of life’s 
evanescent pleasures can occur side by side with our recognition of its inevitable end. This poem’s 
meaning strikes me as wonderfully ambiguous, even contradictory. What to make of the line, “Not 
to love is to live”? But our lives are often ambiguous and contradictory. We may find ourselves 
lightheartedly enjoying small and beautiful moments while undergoing our most difficult trials. 
The idea that the commonplace and the profound are inseparable, including in works of art, seems 
a peculiarly American point of view. 

From a Dream (2015)
My earliest attempts at composing were songs I wrote while I played electric bass in rock bands in 
my 20s. I always had ideas for the music but struggled to write passable lyrics. I was better at iden-
tifying poetry suitable for musical settings than penning my own flat-footed lines. I particularly 
like setting recent American poetry and search for verses that articulate a contemporary sensibility. 
Some poems strike me as having no music in them, others—like “From a Dream” by David Igna-
tow—sing right away. Here, images of moving up and down, fast and slow, stopping and starting, 
all have a variety of musical analogs.

I’m on a stair going down 
I must get to a landing 
where I can order food and relax 
with a newspaper. 
I should retrace my steps to be sure
but the stairs above disappear into clouds. 
But down is where I want to go, 
these stairs were built to lead somewhere
and I would find out.
As I keep walking,
ever more slowly,
I leave notes such as this on the steps.
There must be an end to them
and I will get to it,
just as did the builders,
if only I were sure now
that these stairs were built
by human hands.

Finally, to forgo love is to kiss a leaf,
is to let rain fall nakedly upon your head,
is to respect fire,
is to study man’s eyes and his gestures
as he talks,
is to set bread upon the table
and a knife discreetly by,
is to pass through crowds
like a crowd of oneself.
Not to love is to live.

To love is to be led away
into a forest where the secret grave
is dug, singing, praising darkness
under the trees.

To live is to sign your name,
is to ignore the dead,
is to carry a wallet
and shake hands.

To love is to be a fish.
My boat wallows in the sea.
You who are free,
rescue the dead.
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Of the Well That Changeth His Odour Every Hour of the Day; and That Is Marvel  
AND at the foot of that mount is a fair well and a great, that hath odour and savour of  
all spices. And at every hour of the day he changeth his odour and his savour diversely. 
And whoso drinketh three times fasting of that water of that well he is whole of all manner 
sickness that he hath. And they that dwell there and drink often of that well they never 
have sickness; and they seem always young. I have drunken thereof three or four sithes, 
and yet, methinketh, I fare the better. Some men clepe it the well of youth. For they that 
often drink thereof seem always young-like, and live without sickness. And men say,  
that that well cometh out of Paradise, and therefore it is so virtuous. 

Of the City of Constantinople, and of the Faith of Greeks 
AND men say in these countries, that philosophers some time went upon these hills, and 
held to their nose a sponge moisted with water, for to have air; for the air above was so dry. 
And above, in the dust and in the powder of those hills, they wrote letters and figures with 
their fingers. And at the year’s end they came again, and found the same letters and figures, 
the which they had written the year before, without any default. And therefore it seemeth 
well, that these hills pass the clouds and join to the pure air. 

Of Other Marvels and Customs Used in the Isles Marching Thereabout 
AND from that isle men go by sea, from isle to isle, unto an isle that is clept Tracoda, 
where the folk of that country be as beasts, and unreasonable, and dwell in caves that they 
make in the earth; for they have no wit to make them houses. And when they see any 
man passing through their countries they hide them in their caves. And they eat flesh of 
serpents, and they eat but little. And they speak nought, but they hiss as serpents do. And 
they set no price by no avoir ne riches, but only of a precious stone, that is amongst them, 
that is of sixty colours. And for the name of the isle, they clepe it Tracodon. And they love 
more that stone than anything else; and yet they know not the virtue thereof, but they 
covet it and love it only for the beauty. 

Mandeville Pentacle (2000)
Mandeville Pentacle features five passages taken from The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, one of the 
most popular books of the late Middle Ages. The unknown author claimed to be a British knight 
who had traveled to the Holy Land as a pilgrim and then gone on to India and China. Much of 
the book is an artful compilation of earlier accounts by others. (Mandeville—if he ever existed—
seems to have been an armchair adventurer.) Descriptions of fabulous creatures and people are 
set alongside accurate observations of places and practices a traveler may still see today. Sound 
processing techniques used include phase vocoding, convolution, granular synthesis, resonant 
filters, and the speech synthesis process known as concatenation.

Of the Difference Betwixt Idols and Simulacres 
THE folk of that country have a diverse law. For some of them worship the sun, some 
the moon, some the fire, some trees, some serpents, or the first thing that they meet at 
morrow. And some worship simulacres and some idols. But between simulacres and idols 
is a great difference. For simulacres be images made after likeness of men or of women, or 
of the sun, or of the moon, or of any beast, or of any kindly thing. And idols is an image 
made of lewd will of man, that man may not find among kindly things, as an image that 
hath four heads, one of a man, another of an horse or of an ox, or of some other beast, that 
no man hath seen after kindly disposition.
 
Of the Goodness of the Folk of the Isle of Bragman 
AND beyond that isle is another isle, great and good and plenteous, where that be good 
folk and true, and of good living after their belief and of good faith. And albeit that they be 
not christened, ne have no perfect law, yet, natheles, of kindly law they be full of all virtue, 
and they eschew all vices and all malices and all sins. For they be not proud, ne covetous, 
ne envious, ne wrathful, ne gluttons, ne lecherous. Ne they do to any man otherwise than 
they would that other men did to them, and in this point they fulfil the ten command-
ments of God, and give no charge of avoir, ne of riches. And they lie not, ne they swear 
not for none occasion, but they say simply, yea and nay; for they say, he that sweareth will 
deceive his neighbour, and therefore, all that they do, they do it without oath. 
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The transcription was made from a recording of a stunning concert given in Amsterdam in 1979 
by my vina teacher, Dr. K.S. Subramanian and the peerless T. Ranganathan on mridangam (drum). 
This piece got stuck in my mind for years but I was unsure what, if anything, to do with it. After 
a few false starts I found ways to maintain much of the original character of the piece while add-
ing new elements. The result, performed here by New Thread Saxophone Quartet, incorporates 
detailed transcription, subtle and gross alterations of the original, freely composed interludes, a 
modulating drone, as well as harmony and counterpoint not found in Indian classical music.  
These sections contrast and commingle with one another. The score properly credits Tiruvottiyur 
Tyaggaya, Dr. Subramanian, and myself as co-composers. This piece was commissioned by  
The Fromm Foundation at Harvard University in 2012.

Avaley Taan (2014)
Avaley Taan was composed in Chennai, South India, where I lived in 2012-13. The lyrics were 
penned by my ever-patient Tamil teacher, Dr. A. Dasarathan. The romantically-themed poem tells 
the thoughts of a young man waiting at a bus stop. He sees a young woman nearby, also waiting.  
To speak to her directly would be culturally inappropriate. Instead, he idealizes her in his mind, 
extolling her imagined qualities. The title “Aaley Taan” translates from Tamil as “Only her.”
The final verse is as follows:

Variations on ‘Amba Kamakshi’ (2011)
I was interested in the compositions of the South Indian composer Syama Sastri (1762–1827) 
but did not understand his music in the way I understood that of composers like Tyagaraja and 
Diksitar. In order to get a grasp of his style, I spent several weeks making a detailed transcription 
of a recording of his song “Amba Kamakshi” in Yedukula Kamboji Raga sung by my friend, Smt. 
Sankari Krishnan. I had plans to write an academic paper about the piece and its unusual form, 
known as Swarajati. But I soon began to see the piece’s compositional possibilities and like most 
composers, I wanted to mess with it. The result, for alto flute and percussion, played here by Tara 
Helen O’Connor and Ian Rosenbaum, is a work that is part tribute and part invention. As a nod  
to Tara and her Irish heritage, I also interpolated a phrase from an Irish-style tune of my own 
invention. Alongside Syama Sastri and Sankari Krishnan, I consider myself a co-creator of this  
new work. (And yes, I did eventually write the academic paper.)

Piece of Work (excerpt) (2005)
Piece of Work is for live improvisation using a Max/MSP patch and samples of toy piano notes and 
sounds. While teaching a course on experimental music, I became reacquainted with John Cage’s 
wonderful toy piano pieces and wanted to compose something new for toy piano using samples 
and electronics. Matt Malsky at Clark University recorded the toy piano sounds used to create 
this piece. We then posted the samples online for others to use and for The Extensible Toy Piano 
Festival which took place at Clark in 2005. This piece has four tracks which loop toy piano notes. 
Loops may be linked to one another or independent. Playback volume, speed, pitch and tempi can 
be altered on the fly, resulting in a kind of primitive polyphony which often sounds remarkably 
complex. At times I made use of the liminal area of auditory perception where rapid pulses begin 
to be perceived as low frequency pitches. The title refers not only to difficult people but to the fact 
that artistic creation is labor and ought to be compensated as such.

Liberties Taken (with Sahana Raga Varnam) (2014)
Like Variations on ‘Amba Kamakshi,’ this piece began as a transcription, but it deviates even  
further from the original South Indian composition by Tiruvottiyur Tyaggaya (1845-1917).  

Kangalin
Kaatchee
Aaghiraal
Kalaralin 
Osai
aaghiraal
Pangalin
paadal 
aaghiraal
Paadum

Parasee
um
aaghiraal

She becomes the vision of our eyes
And the sounds of our speech 
She becomes melodies of our songs
And then becomes the singer
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Brit (2006)
While I love stories of ocean adventure and descriptions of the sea, I am an armchair seaman. I 
grew up in landlocked and dry Colorado. Time spent in boats and on the ocean has been, for me, 
alternately boring and frightening. But this hasn’t suppressed my fascination with Melville’s stories 
of the sea.
 Brit pairs a well-known passage from Moby Dick with the sounds given off by consumer 
electronics such as computers, cell phones, toys, CD players, and microwave ovens. Melville  
philosophizes about the earth’s double nature: the safety of the green earth, surrounded by a sea 
whose surface conceals a world of beauty, but also of violence and death. Melville compares this 
with our peaceful and inmost human souls, surrounded by horror. The passage reminded me of 
how we live today, surrounded by a sea of electromagnetic sounds, beautiful and horrific, heard 
and unheard, but there nonetheless. Recordings were made with a telephone tap.

Consider the subtleness of the sea; how its most dreaded creatures glide under water,  
unapparent for the most part, and treacherously hidden beneath the loveliest tints of 
azure. Consider also the devilish brilliance and beauty of many of its most remorseless 
tribes, as the dainty embellished shape of many species of sharks. Consider, once more, 
the universal cannibalism of the sea; all whose creatures prey upon each other, carry-
ing on eternal war since the world began. Consider all this; and then turn to this green, 
gentle, and most docile earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not 
find a strange analogy to something in yourself? For as this appalling ocean surrounds the 
verdant land, so in the soul of man there lies one insular Tahiti, full of peace and joy, but 
encompassed by all the horrors of the half known life. God keep thee! Push not off from 
that isle, thou canst never return!

Like This (2010)
Duos get at one of the most basic aspects of musicians playing together, the interaction of two 
parts, which extramusically suggest the relationship of two people. The title comes from an expres-
sion young people used when I was growing up. Describing a close friend, they would raise a hand 
with index and middle fingers pressed tightly together and announce, “We’re like this.” The gesture 
telegraphed their closeness immediately. While traditional classical composition tends to value 
the interaction of independent voices, here I wanted the violin and ‘cello parts to be more closely 
linked to one another, braided together. But as in human relationships, this will not hold. Like a 
couple dancing, the violin and ’cello parts embrace each other but also move differently —  
following and diverging, interacting and reacting.

Loomings (2003) co-composed with Sunita Vatuk
Loomings takes a brief passage from the first chapter of Melville’s Moby Dick. Imagine: New York 
City in 1850. Ishmael is about to embark on a great adventure. He walks the streets of Manhattan, 
along the docks, among the throngs of people gazing out at the water, mesmerized by the sea’s 
beauty and motion, mystery and romance—they dream of adventure and escape. But the last line 
turns and condemns the limited, indentured lives of the city’s office workers. “Are the green fields 
gone?” he asks, “What do they here?” Sampled and processed sounds were used, including sounds 
of waves, snippets of speeches by John F. Kennedy, and bagpipes.

Circumambulate the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon. Go from Corlears Hook to 
Coenties Slip, and from thence, by Whitehall, northward. What do you see? —Posted like 
silent sentinels all around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed 
in ocean reveries. Some leaning against the spiles; some seated upon the pier-heads; some 
looking over the bulwarks of ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as if striving 
to get a still better seaward peep. But these are all landsmen; of week days pent up in lath 
and plaster - tied to counters, nailed to benches, clinched to desks. How then is this? Are 
the green fields gone? What do they here?
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