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T heresa Martin (b. 1979) is a composer and 
clarinetist based in Wisconsin. She writes 
a new and fresh style of contemporary 
music, much of which includes the 

clarinet. Martin has received many commissions 
from clarinetists including Robert Spring, Joshua 
Gardner and Wesley Ferreira, as well as numerous 
organizations such as the Barnett Foundation of 
Chicago, the Ann Arbor Symphony Orchestra, 
and Arizona Wind Symphony. Her music has been 
performed throughout the United States and the 
world in concert halls and at conferences, and has 
been recognized by the American Composers Forum, 
the ASCAP Morton Gould Young Composer 
Competition and the NACUSA Young Composers’ 
Competition. Five of her pieces will be performed 
this summer at ClarinetFest® 2019 in Knoxville, 
Tennessee, four of which are world premieres.

It nearly goes without saying that Martin’s star 
is rising fast in the composition world because of 
her unique style. She writes music for the clarinet 
that is interesting and accessible to performers 
and audiences alike. Her compositional style is 
refreshing, making judicious use of extended 
techniques. Her style relies heavily on utilizing 
the extreme registers, dynamics and articulations 
available to the instrument while developing and 
manipulating melodic materials rhythmically. As a 
result, both the performer and audience are treated 
to views of the melody and themes from every 
angle, and in every augmentation, diminution and 
grouping, making her music feel both familiar and 
completely new all at the same time. 

Martin teaches clarinet, piano and composition 
in her private studio and teaches as an adjunct 
at local universities. She received a D.M.A. 
in composition at the University of Michigan 
where she studied with Michael Daugherty, Evan 
Chambers and William Bolcom. She also received 
a master’s degree in composition and clarinet from 
Arizona State University and a B.F.A. from the 
University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee. Martin 
received additional compositional instruction from 

Randall Shinn and William Heinrichs, and studied 
clarinet with Robert Spring, Deborah Chodacki 
and William Helmers. I had the opportunity to 
talk with Martin about her inspiration, process and 
composition in January 2019. 

VANESSA DAVIS: How did you first choose the 
clarinet?

THERESA MARTIN: I started clarinet in fourth 
grade when I was 9 years old. Initially I wanted 
to play the trumpet because that is what my 
brother played. Then I heard a clarinet at one  
of his solo and ensemble competitions and I  
just fell in love with the sound, and it’s history 
from there.

VD: When did you begin composing?
TM: It was my first year in college when I discovered 

I had an interest in composing. I was a music 
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major but I wasn’t in the composition 
program so I had to write a few basic 
pieces for piano just to get into the 
program. They thought I had some 
potential so I was accepted, and then for 
a few years I couldn’t even really believe 
I was a composer. I would apologetically 
say that I was in the composition 
program but then I wrote a few pieces 
and had successful performances of 
them. Then getting accepted into 
the master’s program at ASU and the 
D.M.A. program at the University of 
Michigan were both huge confidence 
boosts and it really validated that I was 
creating something worthwhile and 
that I did have talent at it. I was having 
fun doing it too, and everywhere that I 
attended I was meeting many different 
musicians and learning about different 
styles of music, and it gave me new 
perspectives on my composing.

VD: Do you feel a strong desire to say 
something each time you compose? Is it 
always the same thing? 

TM: I was really drawn to composition 
because I thought that I had something 
different to offer. I wanted to write 
interesting, rhythmically complex 
music but something that was pleasing 
to the ears. I felt that new music had 
a bad reputation and I wanted to 
change that and to draw audiences 
in. I wanted to write pieces that both 
grabbed and maintained the listener’s 
attention and were interesting and fun 
for the performers to play, so being a 
performer was a huge factor. Especially 
during my master’s degree I attended so 
many clarinet recitals, and being in the 
audience I knew which were interesting 
pieces and which made me fall asleep. 

As far as inspiration, I try to write 
pieces that evoke imagery, realize an 
overall concept or have an underlying 
melodic line, even if I’m the only one 
who knows about the melodic line. I 
feel that it gives the listener something 
to hold on to. I often will write pieces 
that have a rhythmic drive or intricately 
woven parts, which does make my 
music challenging to perform but also 
makes it interesting and exciting to the 
listener as well. I draw inspiration from 

life experience, nature, literature, art 
and photography. Sometimes I view 
my pieces as musical journals because 
they document certain parts of my life 
that I’ve gone through. I think that is 
a neat thing I have and can pass on to 
my children. That is my legacy. 

VD: What composers and style would you say 
inspire you?

TM: First and foremost, my two teachers 
at the University of Michigan: Michael 
Daugherty and Evan Chambers. I 
was highly influenced by them. I 
am attracted to Daugherty’s bold 
and colorful style. He also writes 
music that contains a lot of imagery, 
rhythmic drive and lyricism. I learned 
a lot about writing pieces with a 
concept, connecting with audiences 
and performers, and the appeal of 
interesting titles. With Evan Chambers’ 
music I feel that I learned how to write 
intuitively and trust my instincts. 
I also learned how to phrase things 
and transition, and the importance of 
composing each musical gesture to its 
fullest potential. 

Those two teachers were highly 
influential, and I draw inspiration 
from my favorite aspects of the style 
of some other composers: Brahms and 
his hemiolas and instrumentation, 
Stravinsky and his abrupt shifts and 
juxtaposition, Beethoven and his 
superb development and repetition of 
the motive, Debussy and his blurred 
textures and planing technique, 
and Bach and his voice leading and 
counterpoint. We are so fortunate to 

have access to tons of different styles 
of music on the internet and I feel like 
our contemporary music today reflects 
that; it is very eclectic. My own style 
also reflects that. When I first started 
out I would analyze the music I loved 
and try to figure out what I loved about 
it, whether it was a feeling. a transition, 
a texture, a melody or a rhythm, and 
I would try to bring out my favorite 
aspects of those styles with my own 
musical ideas. Over time that morphed 
and became my own compositional 
voice. I feel that all young composers 
need to hear that that its okay to 
experiment with style and try to 
emulate people you admire. It will 
never sound, though, exactly like that 
person because you become the filter, 
so it will always sound like you.

VD: You have composed a great deal of works 
for clarinet and several for the clarinet 
alone. Why do you have so many works 
for clarinet alone? Did the commissions 
require it and if not, why did you choose 
to compose for the instrument alone?

TM: Almost all of the pieces I’ve written 
have been commissions, with the 
exception of a few early pieces. I chose 
to write for clarinet early on because it 
was my main instrument, I was familiar 
with it, and I or a friend could play it. 
All of the solo unaccompanied pieces 
for clarinet were commissions.

VD: Did the commission specify that they be 
unaccompanied?

TM: Yes, they did. I always find that 
interesting. Every time I get another 
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request for that I think, “Oh, this is 
going to be a challenge,” because I’ve 
written so many already. Somehow I 
come up with a new thing to say. It is 
all about the concept. I think that it is 
a challenge to write an unaccompanied 
piece because you don’t have as much 
texture as you do when you combine 
the clarinet with other instruments. 
You have to come up with a way to 
present the ideas with one voice, but 
how do you do that? I tend to use a 
change in register or dynamics to  
have those other tone colors. It is a 
unique challenge to be able to write 
something that is interesting and can 
sustain an audience’s attention with 
just one instrument. 

Unaccompanied pieces are my 
favorite pieces to play on recitals. 
I always feel like I shine when I 
play those pieces. Teaching clarinet 
myself I do feel that there is a need 
for more intermediate-level good 
unaccompanied repertoire, so that 
might be something I explore in the 
future. I know that a lot of my pieces 
are difficult to play but that is highly 
due to the fact of who I have written 
for. I’m blessed in that I have had the 
opportunity to write for many talented, 
strong players.

VD: What features of the clarinet would you 
say you enjoy shaping the most?

TM: I love the clarinet’s ability to jump 
registers easily and the contrast 
between registers. I feel like they are 
different colors in a painting and 
they evoke different moods. Even at 
different dynamics each register has 
a wide variety of colors, so I find it a 
unique property of the clarinet that 
it can do so much with just our three 
registers, the chalumeau, clarion and 
altissimo. We also have the ability to 
play very, very soft and very, very loud 
and everything in between. There is so 
much to work with there. 

VD: What features of the clarinet are 
underutilized by composers?

TM: I would say extreme dynamics are 
not used enough. The clarinet can 
begin and end from nothing and can 

play extremely soft like a ghost tone, 
sotto voce, and at a loud dynamic the 
registers can sound so completely 
different. My piece Light and Shadows 
explores this concept of the light 
and dark with different dynamic and 
register shifts. Extended techniques 
are also not explored enough unless 
the composer is a clarinetist – things 
like multiphonics, unusual fingerings, 
quarter tones and double tonguing. 
Sometimes composers shy away from 
writing that kind of music for the 
clarinet because with multiphonics 
and quarter tones they might think 
that they have a bad reputation, or it 
might sound crude, or they just don’t 
know how to write for it. I feel like if 
it’s done right, it can be great. My piece 
Gryphon uses unusual fingerings which 
I actually came up with just by playing 
around. I also think it is a pleasant-
sounding piece. To me it is not weird 
or goofy sounding at all. I used unusual 
sonorities in it, yet it sounds organic. 

VD: What are your favorite compositional 
techniques to use that you find showing 
up in your works time after time?

TM: I like to use abrupt shifts in texture 
or mood frequently, and overlapping 
of materials to create an intentionally 
blurred effect. I also like to juxtapose 
different motives which were 
introduced separately earlier in the 
piece. I always find it really fun when 
motives line up. I go with my intuition 
and try to see if it works. I do use a 
lot of cross accents and mixed meter. I 
don’t set out to do that intentionally, 
but I leave it open to whatever the 
music wants to say and then I add the 
meter later on. In Gryphon I even left 
out the meter although you can sort 
of tell what it is supposed to be. It 
was changing so frequently I thought 
having the time signature would be 
a distraction. It wasn’t about that. I 
wanted it to have that freedom for the 
performer. I do like when things have 
hemiolas and fun accents and things 
like that. 

VD: How has your compositional style 
changed over time?

TM: This is an interesting thing to 
think about. In general I try to use 
less material and stay with motives 
longer and develop them more. That 
is probably just me maturing as a 
composer. I am aware that this is what 
I’m trying to do more often now. I was 
also super excited when I first began 
composing (and I still am) so I wanted 
to cram in a lot of stuff. Now I try to 
pull back and put the most effective 
and best stuff in my work and try to 
develop it more.

We’re all constantly growing and 
changing as human beings, and I 
feel like I’ve experienced significant 
growth this past year. Having recently 
had some successes with band pieces, 
including a performance at CBDNA 
this year, I’m excited to be able to reach 
a wider audience with my music. My 
faith is a huge part of who I am, and I 
don’t talk about it often enough. But 
it’s important to realize who you are 
and what you have to say when you’re 
a composer or musician. And if you’re 
blessed with talent and passion, and 
you work hard and stay consistently 
growing, your audience will listen and 
appreciate your authenticity. That is the 
direction my music is headed, and I’m 
so excited to see where that leads me.

VD: Once you began composing, did your 
clarinet playing fade into the background 
or do the two remain equally present in 
your career?

TM: Both my performance and 
composition remain equally present. 
Playing is like breathing. It can be hard 
to balance because they are both so 
demanding. There is always a give-
and-take depending on my schedule of 
obligations, but performing keeps me 
grounded so that I am writing things 
that are realistic and connect with the 
audience. I don’t think this is true for 
everybody, but it’s true for me. 

VD: All of your unaccompanied works were 
commissioned by someone. Can you talk 
about if and how you choose to compose 
differently for each commission? Do you 
take into account the person and how 
they play? What is that process?
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TM: I do take into consideration the 
performer’s personality. The more 
information the commissioner gives 
me about what they’re looking for, 
then the better I can tailor it to them. 
For example, Anne Watson, associate 
professor of clarinet at Northeastern 
State University, was a graduate teaching 
assistant I took some lessons with at 
Arizona State University when I was 
there. I definitely took aspects of her 
personality for the Character Sketches 
she commissioned. I think about 
the person’s personality, especially 
if I know them really well. Another 
example is Solar Flair, a duet I wrote for 
Robert Spring. It was the first piece he 
commissioned from me other than an 
arrangement that I did for him before 
that. As I was writing I was thinking 
about the first recital I heard him 
play – his ability to play gorgeous high 
notes and his technical ability, how he 
can just play anything. Later on when 
I knew him better I wrote another 
piece for him, Live Wire, where his 
personality shows through even more. 
If I don’t know the performer well I 
listen to recordings of them playing. 
Most of the people I’ve written for are 
professional performers with doctorates 
or working on doctorates so the sky is 
the limit when it comes to what I can 
do. Other than that, we agree upon the 
length of the piece and I ask if they have 
any requests as to style or technique. 
For Light and Shadows, I listened to a 
recording of the commissioner, Melissa 
Vaughan. Talking to her about style, 
she asked for a bit of a Spanish flair. As 
a result the challenge became trying to 
figure out what that meant to her and 
what it would mean in my music.

*  *  *  *  *

To date, Theresa Martin has composed 
31 works originally for clarinet. Two 
additional works for clarinet will be 
composed by the time this article is 
published. She also has three works 
originally written for other instruments 
arranged for the clarinet. 

FOR SOLO CLARINET:
Gryphon (2006), commissioned by Yenting 

Chuang

Faerie Suite (2006/2013) (originally for 
violin)

Light and Shadows (2012), commissioned 
by Melissa Vaughan

Grit ’n Grind (2012) for bass clarinet, 
commissioned by Anne Watson

Postcards from Belgium (2013), 
commissioned by Jonathan Aubrey

Sweet Feet (2014), commissioned by 
Jonathan Aubrey

Altitude (2017), commissioned for Robert 
Spring by his former students

FOR CLARINET AND PIANO:
Character Sketches (2003), commissioned 

by Anne Watson
Sonata (2005), commissioned by Walt 

Nielsen
Calcipher (2006) for E-flat clarinet, 

commissioned by Wesley Ferreira
Growth Spurt (2007), commissioned by 

the Barnett Foundation of Chicago
Peaches at Midnight (2010) for clarinet 

(or oboe) and piano, commissioned by 
Ohio University

Solstice (2013) for basset clarinet (or 
clarinet in A), commissioned by Paul 
Petrucelli

Paragon (2015), commissioned by Caitlin 
Poupard

FOR CLARINET AND CONCERT 
BAND:
Double Take (2014), commissioned by the 

University of Wisconsin-Fox Valley

CHAMBER MUSIC: 
Caricature (1999) for clarinet, piano, and 

percussion
Autumn Art (2001) for clarinet quartet in 

four movements
Mingling Contradictions (2003) for violin, 

clarinet and piano 
Solar Flair (2004) for two clarinets, 

commissioned by Robert Spring
Surrender (2006) for soprano, flute, 

clarinet, violin, cello and piano
Chasing Daylight (2007/2016) for violin, 

bass clarinet (or cello), and percussion 
Riptide (2009) for clarinet and bassoon, 

commissioned by Robert Spring
Fire and Ice (2010) for two clarinets, 

commissioned by Andrew Hudson
Live Wire (2010) for two clarinets, 

commissioned by Robert Spring

Dark Embers (2011) for two bass clarinets, 
commissioned by Matthew Miracle

Monstress (2011) for clarinet quartet, 
commissioned by the 10th and 
Broadway Clarinet Quartet

Pulse Break (2012) for two clarinets and 
percussion, commissioned by Bob 
Spring and Josh Gardner

Visionary (2013) for clarinet, string and 
piano, commissioned by the Arizona 
Wind Symphony 

Time Lapse (2013) for clarinet, piano and 
bass instrument, commissioned by 
James Applegate

Oasis (2014) for two clarinets, 
commissioned by Jonathan Aubrey

*Destiny (2016) for E-flat, B-flat clarinet 
and bass clarinet, commissioned by the 
Ironwood Trio

*Recombobulation (2016) for clarinet 
choir, commissioned for the Arizona 
State University Clarinet Choir

*Chron3ffect (2018) for clarinet, oboe, and 
bassoon, commissioned by Northern 
Iowa University for the Kairos Trio

*Dragon’s Breath (2019) for two clarinets, 
commissioned by Olivia Meadows and 
Shengwen Wu

* denotes pieces which will be performed 
at ClarinetFest® 2019 in Knoxville. v
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