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Over the years Michael, Julie, and I have worked together 
on several projects, in many different ways. We have 
written staged oratorios such as Lost Objects and Shelter, 
in which musical forces are arrayed around a wide-ranging 
and very human theme. We have made instrumental pieces 
in which scraps of tunes were written by one of us and then 
passed among the others for challenge, improvement, and 
replacement. Then there is The Carbon Copy Building, in which 
we divided an opera libretto by comic book artist Ben Katchor 
into separate parts, each of us writing the music for individual 
scenes, with the whole assembled like a mosaic out of our 
individual contributions.

The strange thing is that we usually operate as individual 
composers, writing our own very separate music, each on his 
or her own. What is interesting to us about these joint projects 
is they give us a chance to make something that is larger than 
our individual opinions, in which we are contributing something 
meaningful to something that might have a wider range than what 
we might do on our own. These pieces are meant from the start to 
have a broad scope, broad enough to include the musical opinions 
of three related but very independent composers.

BY DAVID LANG
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When Eighth Blackbird approached us about writing a 
piece for them, we looked at it in a similar way. How 
could we make something larger than what we do 
individually that could take advantage of the full range 
of Eighth Blackbird’s astonishing abilities? We identified 
to ourselves all the things the Blackbirds did that 
they were proud of. They have much to take pride in: 
they play great, of course, but they also have amazing 
concentration, seem to like really hard music, work 
like crazy, and memorize everything so they can move 
around while they play. We wanted to make something 
broad enough to show all these talents.

We particularly loved that they move. This became 
the key to what we decided to do. We invited our 
choreographer friend Susan Marshall to join us, so that 
the movements of the players could be organized into 
a whole and shaped into a more theatrical structure, 
supporting and relating to the music but essentially 
apart from the musical structure. We wrote music for 
this piece that both expressed our selves and also gave 
Susan opportunities to create a theatrical environment. 
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The three movements of these broken 
wings concentrate on three different 
physical and musical challenges. The 
first movement consists of music that 
requires incredible stamina and intense 
concentration. Sad, falling gestures 
dominate the slow second movement, 
and I gave the vague but hopefully 
inspiring instruction that the players 
should drop things when they are not 
playing. In the last movement, I wanted 
to make music that danced and pushed 
forward in the hope that it would 
encourage the musicians to do so as well.

— David Lang

these broken wings
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the light of the dark was written 
specifically for Eighth Blackbird. In my 
initial conversations with the musicians, 
they mentioned the “other” instruments 
that they play (accordion, guitar, 
percussion...), and I imagined a chaos 
onstage, with the musicians grabbing the 
nearest available instrument and playing 
on it. The piece starts with a heavy-metal-
esque cello line and builds from there 
into a kind of out-of-control late-night 
jam session, complete with unpredictable 
metallic crashes, swirling virtuosic fiddling, 
and colliding glissandos.

— Michael Gordon

the light of the dark
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The title singing in the dead of night 
conjures up the still and surreal 
nighttime experience of being the 
only one awake. Out of the silence 
often comes inspiration — finding 
one's way to a human song, a 
symphony of sound. Singing in the 
dead of night is its own metaphor 
— beginnings always starting in 
“the dead of night” — in the void 
into which a creation is made. The 
virtuosity and intensity of the music 
are inspired by the high voltage 
performers of Eighth Blackbird. The 
silences, sandpaper sounds, and 
density are there for the thoughtful 
and exquisite Susan Marshall.

— Julia Wolfe

singing in the dead of night
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Eighth Blackbird is “one of the smartest, 
most dynamic contemporary classical 
ensembles on the planet” (Chicago 
Tribune). Launched by six entrepreneurial 
Oberlin Conservatory undergraduates 
in 1996, this Chicago-based super-group 
has earned its status as “a brand-name… 
defined by adventure, vibrancy and 
quality… known for performing from 
memory, employing choreography and 
collaborations with theater artists, 
lighting designers and even puppetry 
artists” (Detroit Free Press).

Eighth Blackbird first gained wide 
recognition in 1998 as winners of the 
Concert Artists Guild Competition. 
Over the course of two decades, the 
group has commissioned and premiered 
hundreds of works by composers such 
as Viet Cuong, Bryce Dessner, Jennifer 
Higdon, Amy Beth Kirsten, Kinds of Kings, 
Missy Mazzoli, Nico Muhly, and Steve 
Reich, whose Double Sextet went on 
to win the 2009 Pulitzer Prize. A long-
term relationship with Chicago’s Cedille 
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Records has produced ten acclaimed recordings and 
four Grammy Awards for Best Small Ensemble/Chamber 
Music Performance, most recently in 2016 for FILAMENT. 
Eighth Blackbird was named Musical America’s 2017 
Ensemble of the Year, and in 2016 was the recipient of 
Chamber Music America’s inaugural Visionary Award 
and the prestigious MacArthur Award for Creative and 
Effective Institutions.

Eighth Blackbird’s mission — moving music forward 
through innovative performance, advocating for new 
music by living composers, and creating a legacy 
of guiding an emerging generation of musicians — 
extends beyond recording and touring to curation and 
education. The ensemble served as Music Director of 
the 2009 Ojai Music Festival, and has held residencies at 
the Curtis Institute of Music, the University of Chicago, 
and the University of Richmond. Its 2015–2016 season 
featured a pioneering residency at Chicago’s Museum 
of Contemporary Art: a living installation with open 
rehearsals, performances, guest artists, and public 
talks. In 2017, Eighth Blackbird launched its boldest 
initiative yet with the creation of Blackbird Creative 
Laboratory, a tuition-free, two-week summer workshop 
and performance festival for performers and composers 
in Ojai, CA.
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The name “Eighth Blackbird” derives from the eighth 
stanza of Wallace Stevens’ evocative, imagistic poem, 
Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird: “I know noble 
accents / And lucid, inescapable rhythms; / But I know, 
too, / That the blackbird is involved / In what I know.”

Eighth Blackbird would like to thank our members’ 
families and loved ones, Elaine Martone, Bill Maylone, 
Cedille Records, David, Michael and Julia, Deirdre 
Harrison, Justin Peters, and Kimberly Sutton. 

www.eighthblackbird.org

Eighth Blackbird is managed by David Lieberman Artists.  

Nathalie Joachim is a Burkart Flutes & Piccolos artist. 
Matthew Duvall proudly endorses Pearl Drums and 
Adams Musical Instruments, Vic Firth Sticks and 
Mallets, Zildjian Cymbals, and Black Swamp Percussion 
Accessories. Ken Thomson endorses F. Arthur Uebel 
clarinets and is an D’Addario Woodwinds artist. Lisa 
Kaplan is a Steinway Artist.
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Singing in the Dead of Night was made possible by the generous support of guests 
at Soirée Cedille 2018, the annual benefit for nonprofit Cedille Records, including:

Lori Julian for the Julian 
Family Foundation

Kathleen Peratis

Ginger and Jim Meyer

Duffie A. Adelson

Marie Grass Amenta and 
Charles Amenta

Janet Anixter

Anonymous

Lucy and Peter Ascoli

Genhi Bailey and Tod Schneller

Chris Barlow

Roberta Borst and Rob Barlow

Dominique Brewer and Marlon Smith

Trina Burek

Leslie Henner Burns and John Burns

Emily Canham

Winston Choi

Brent Cohen

Dr. Heather Corwin and 
Douglas Clayton

Philip Courington

Judith Duvall

Kent Dymak and Theodore Foss

Barbara Englert Easterbrook and 
Frank Easterbrook

Kristina Entner and Ed Malone

Erika Erich

Judith E Feldman

Frances and Henry Fogel

Carol and Ed Franczek

Stacy Garrop and Joe Francavilla

Sarah Good and Mark Mosley

Deirdre Harrison

Nancy Hunter

Sue Irion and Rob DeLand

Barbara Jurgens

John Kay

Rebecca and Arnold Klein
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Judy and Jim Klutznick

Julie and Scott Krueger

Marcia Lazar and Alan Amos

Edward F. Malone Sr.

Rita and Louis Maltezos

Susan Manilow

Robyn Marsh

Judy and Scott McCue

Michael McGuire

Deborah and Andy Merritt

Patrice Michaels and James Ginsburg

Dave Miller

Mary Louise Morrison

Joseph Moskal

Ann Murray

Jean and Jordan Nerenberg

Susan Noel

Fabio Pettenati

Rachel Barton Pine and Gregory Pine

Julie and Joseph Polanski

Moira and Michael Pollard

Anne-Marie Rhodes and 
David Hepplewhite

Desirée Ruhstrat and David Cunliffe

Christina Salerno and Ross Sweeney

Giselle Santibanez

Christine Sarry

Beth Schenker and Steve Robinson

Minkyoo Shin and Mischa Zupko

Debra Bernstein Siegel and Eric Geller

Adele Silver

Louise Smith

Margaret and Larry Sondler

Laraine and David Spector

Amanda Sweet

Jamie and Matthew Szafranski

Nancy Taylor

Nathaniel Thomas

Edwina Travis-Chin

Donica and Benjamin Van Voorhees

Leigh Weber

Howard Weiss

Florence Winters

Lidiya Yankovskaya and Dan Schwartz

Eileen and David Zampa
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