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PERPETUAL (2010) 
			  There’s a small but great repertoire out there for clarinet quintet that we
	 clarinetists have all studied, but pairing bass clarinet with the exalted form of string quartet has 

been less common. Here I wrote for different elements of the instrument in different contexts: 
menacingly melding with the lower end of the quartet, then shooting up into the stratosphere 
together (underlying); in a nonstop barrage of sixteenth notes (Bad idea); and finally letting the 
bass clarinet carry the melody (Don Pullen...).  Regarding that curious third title, the last movement 
is one of the first times in recent history that I let myself write something purely tonal. It was a bit 
terrifying, but opened me up; the repercussions and resultant lack of fear can be heard in Thaw. A 
great pianist and improviser, Don Pullen would veer wildly between terrifying waves of cacophony 
and beautiful gospel/blues-tinged, quiet passages. His courage to do both convinced me to let 
this third movement stand as you hear it. The entire piece is called Perpetual because I wanted to 
give the sense that, in any of these movements, if you “dropped the needle,” you would feel like “it’s 
always been like that”– that this was always the role these instruments would have, and that this is 
how they would always sound together.

THAW (2011) 	  
	 One of the hardest things to do in New York City is compose. In the winter of 

	 2011, I decided at the last minute to find a cabin in New York state, hole myself up there, and start 
writing. I spent days writing music, watching snow and ice fall around me. It was quiet. I took walks. 
I didn’t complete the quartet there, but the impetus behind all the movements started then; the 
elements were around me and I noticed them. The first movement, Concrete, is just as it’s called – 
harsh, uncomfortable, cold air, icy feet sliding from beneath you. The quartet is stubborn; it doesn’t 
play nice, with itself or with others. We are uncomfortable. In Dig, the players start to get closer to-
gether. After a unison opening, the quartet separates in halves and plays a concerto for itself before 
reuniting at the end for a momentarily insecure but ultimately convincing finale. The third move-
ment, Hole, I hear as a kind of melancholy music box. The title fits with its neighbors, but it can also 
be read metaphorically: There’s something nice but also not quite right here. And finally, Thaw: One 
thing I became aware of during my stay in the cabin was the passage of time being both slow and 
fast. This movement is about that; it’s completely static and wildly energetic at the same time. It’s 
about the wandering of the optimistic imagination while the truck of time moves ever forward.

	 — Ken Thomson, NYC, 2013
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