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COMPASS ROSE interviews Mitchell Clark

Compass Rose: |ngned, whoand what wereyaur influeness throughout sthad, and hovdid yau
inaitady ed up gudyingmusc?

Mitchell Clark: Early on my interests were in science, but | enjoyed music alot and a
thirteen | got the ideathat it was something | could do mysdif. | learned guitar, largely
teaching mysdlf, and immediately began composing instrumentd pieces and songs. This
quickly displaced my interest in science. Asacompostion student a conservatory | had the
opportunity to sudy Korean music, and Asan music in generd, and dl this affected me

deeply.
CR: Howvdoyau think bangraisad in NewvEngand influencd you goning up?

Clark: As| say, my ealy interests were science related, and my love was the biology of
seashores. SO my somping groundswere the shores of Rhodeldand and, in the summer,
Maine. Who knowsiif | ever would have gone on to study marine biology, but there®
something about seashorestha remains fundamentd for me. Some of it is symbolic,
perhapsN one world edgng up against anotherN but for meits more texturd, with al senses
of perception involved.

CR: Yar wak hasben pafamed dl o thewald, but whet travds haveyau medethat havetruy
impaded you asan indvidud and asa anposa?

Clark: Asfar asjourneysto distant places go, my travelsto East Asahave been the most
ggnificant. But the most important place for alarge portion of my life was the backyard of
our housein Rhodeldand.

CR: In @ghyrs SareCarregpondaces Bawen Bai yiGQin and L a Mate'Y aung® Carpastian
1960 # 50Yau arhinetradtiond Chinesemugcwith arterparary westen musc: What wareyour
hapes and idess behind thisaturd mixing? How mud o this anpoation goesksabaut you and your
expaiasasawetang fasinated with Chineseadture?

Clark: Actualy, &Z ephyrsOis not amusical composition but an essay that investigates
pardles between a 9th-century Chinese poem about the gin (a Chinese instrument which

| @e studied) and a 20th-century American musical composition in averba notation. Part of
the connection between the two isthat each can be viewed as smultaneoudy GiteraryOand
Onusical.OLiterary music is along-standing notion in Chinese artitic culture, and in the
20th-century with the advent in the West of verbally notated musicN with Marcel Duchamp,
LaMonte Young, Christian Wolff, and othersN anew sort of literary music came into being.



In Zephyrs,Othe cultura mixing ranges from abasic connection (tha the composer La
Monte Young was familiar with and influenced by Bai Juyi® poem) to more involved culturd
connections between Chinaand the West. These have to do with philosophicd symbols (the
butterfly, for example) and linguistic connections (the relationships found both East and
West in wordsfor Gnusic,0Qoy,0and Qiream(), aswell asN centrd to the essayN musica
sounds made by the wind. (Z ephyrsOcame about through my interest in the literature and
lore concerning the sounding of musicd instruments (whether intentiond or not) in the
wind, which is atopic that readily cuts across cultures.

CR: Yar intees and expatiein theChineesaandring Qin issavenhat unique Howvdd yaufirg
berefamiliar with thisingrumat, why doyou enoy it partiadarly and how hesit affeted theway you
ampoeead ligentomusc?

Clark: My first encounter with the gnwas aperformance | atended a Brown University as
ateenager. | didn®know of the instrument before that, but came away fascinated by it.
Although adirect influence of the gin on my composing was a piano piece | wrote long ago,

| @e not been interested in composing for the ginitsalf. | @ more concerned with the
chalenges of thetraditiond Chinese music for the insrument. Thisled to the study other
agpects of Chinese culture which inform the playing of the an, especidly Chinese literature
and philosophy, in addition to the language.

CR: Yau duded withamede d theagn, Wu Wenguang fa far yers  Can you Soesk abit aoaut yaur
expaigxewth hinf?

Clark: Wu Wenguang is aremarkable player of the gn, and is one of the greatest living
masters. Just to wetch and listen to him play was a privilege, and from that | learned a great
ded. He ds0 directly taught me some of the pieces he played. It was awondeful experience.

CR: What drivesyou toanposemua? Isit apessessan d exdion that lendsitsdf toa mdady? Isit a
O undersandngd an indrumant and its Gpeaty, testingtheboundaries dready laid doan? 1 you hed to
Oesribeyaur aettivepraess hovwadd yau expressit?

Clark: If | wereto describe the processin asmpleway, | would say this: | enjoy making
thingsN different kindsof thingsN and | fedd compelled to do so. And these things have
tended to be musicd or literary.

CR: Often when webamreknoan fa aned aur tdents ahe partsd aursdves whichweney fed equaly
intunewith and good &, an goundicl What doyau fed aresamethings thet you dowdl, ar thet yau
arepraud d, that dona gt toshinethraugh asdtan?

Clark: | guessthe best way to reply to that would be to mention my fiction writing. | have
been writing as long as | ®e been composingN since my early teensN dthough | @e shared
the writing with far fewer people than my composing. When | was younger it was mosly
poetry, only lately has it been prose, specificaly fiction. | @e dready done agreat ded of non-
fiction writing about music.

CR: Aslifegesa, wegain in expaienceand knoaledethat 1eads us doan new pethsand to new
begmingsand prgets Wheareisyour wark and yaur lifeheedingat thispant and what diangs and



expeiashaelraugt you tothis newv paiad in yaur life?

Clark: | one follows the path of being an artist, there are going to beN there are going to
have to belN new beginnings, and with those new chalenges, whether they@e part of one®
Qareer trackOor not. And artistic discovery may well include explorations which demand a
change in or amodification of the medium in which one@working. For me this has been,
over the past five years, atransformation that has included my music moving towardsa
more narative orientation, and which has led from composing to writing fiction. An
important part of this trangtion was writing an operawhere | wrote both the text and music
(asit was a (odlad opera,Othe music is supplied by existing music of mine). | seethe
transition as entirdy logicd, but it@certainly a chalenge to communicate that.

CR: All d useatudly gt littlenugs o knonledgeto pess an, uadlly inthefaomd andto quaea
martra. What doyauthink isanephrase a philasgohy o thet that hes guiided you, a wesdap in
sgifianewha yau areupm it?

Clark: | have no particular such motto or mantra, but since you®e asked | @ relate
something | was impressed by in afilmed interview with the I ranian film director Abbas
Kiarogtami, which | just watched. He was spesking of what he saw as histask as director in
communicating the redlity of the story in afilm. He said: Qe put a series of lies together in
order to reach a higher truth.OT his struck me as being very much a crucid issue in writing,
asfar as 1@ concerned, whether writing music or fiction



