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omposer David Lang is no stranger to
the choral world. In works such as again
(after ecclesiastes) (2005), the little match girl
passion (2007/2008),1 battle hymns (2009), statement to the court (2010), love fail (2012/2016),
the national anthems (2014), and teach your children (2019), amongst many others, Lang has
made numerous important contributions to
the twenty-first-century choral and vocal
ensemble repertoire, particularly through
his emphasis on contemporary social issues
through his choice of texts.2
Outside of choral music, Lang is best
known as one of the co-founders of the New
York-based new music organization Bang
on a Can, a composer of rhythmically intricate post-minimalist instrumental music, a
professor at the Yale School of Music, and
a Pulitzer Prize winner. Yet there is another
facet of Lang’s work that, although receiving
considerable public attention, has not been
considered comprehensively in print. Over
the past eight years in pieces such as crowd out
(2014), the public domain (2016), memorial ground
(2016), the mile long opera (2018), and harmony
and understanding (2018),3 Lang has created a
small but unique body of choral works that
invite large-scale public participation, community engagement, and site-specific performance, often requiring new inter-organizational civic partnerships and recruiting one
thousand or more participants in order to
bring the performance into being.
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To be sure, some of these works challenge a traditional definition of choral music. In crowd out, for
example, one thousand participants in a large public
space are asked to speak, shout, and whisper much
more often than they sing. Yet every past performance
of this and Lang’s other works considered here were
organized by choral professionals and involved widespread participation by both well-established and ad
hoc amateur and professional choral and vocal groups,
representing an outgrowth of the choral performing
arts broadly conceived. While Lang has spoken about
each of these works individually, he has not, to both his
and my knowledge, been asked until now to publicly reflect on his process of composing participatory choral
music and what these pieces mean as a cohesive body
of work.
In our conversation, Lang spoke about his inspiration for these works, the challenges of creating music
that invites open participation from people with varied
musical backgrounds, how that challenge has impacted
his own compositional choices, and what embracing
participation and community engagement as central to
a compositional practice might mean for the training
of choral and classical music composers today. This interview has been edited for length and clarity.
Patrick Murray: You have spoken elsewhere4 about
being a “really nerdy classical musician” and surprising
yourself by prioritizing community engagement and
open participation in a significant body of your work
for large-scale choral or vocal forces. Why do you think
you’ve come to this way of working now, in your later
career?
David Lang: I like a good challenge. I don’t like to repeat myself, so I push myself into diﬀerent places. And
I’ve always been a person who liked rehearsal more
than performance. To me, rehearsal is a place where
musicians show the respect and kindness and consideration to each other that they need to build something
together. And what I started realizing is that there are
not many places in our society where members of the
public have that experience. We take for granted that
members of an orchestra don’t ask themselves, “what’s
your political opinion?” before they walk into a room
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and know they are going to build something together.
But our society doesn’t do that. We are asked more and
more to fragment ourselves and to separate ourselves
from each other, to keep ourselves from imagining how
we may work together to build something beautiful. I
think music may be one of the last places where this
kind of utopian experience can still happen. So I realized that maybe I should put some energy into making
sure there is more of that good in the world—for more
people to participate in my music.
Murray: You’ve also used this word “utopia” before to
describe what you strive toward in your participatory
works.5 Why utopia? Isn’t that a bit idealistic?
Lang: I think most musical statements are expressions
of utopia. If you can imagine a piece of music that
should exist that doesn’t exist, maybe there is also a performer who doesn’t exist yet who needs to learn to do
it. Maybe there needs to be a social environment or a
location or a way of thinking about music that doesn’t
exist yet. If you keep unravelling it, you realize your
responsibility is much larger than just the sound of the
piece. And since what we do as musicians is social, every way that people deal with each other in the world—
every frustration, every crime—has the possibility of
becoming a kind of musical thinking, and every musical thinking a kind of social thinking.
Murray: Let’s talk about crowd out, arguably the piece
where you first began thinking about engagement and
participation. It requires a minimum of one thousand
community performers, and you’ve written about being inspired by the sound of a crowd chanting at an
English football match.6 In the score (Figure 1), you
ask performers at various times not only to sing but to
shout, speak, and whisper diﬀerent texts in varying degrees of coordination with their own small group and
others throughout the crowd, all under the guidance of
a central conductor. When you conceived of the piece,
did you have a sense of the scope of grassroots organizing required to bring together this many people for
each performance? Was this social activity part of the
point of the piece, or were you more interested in recreating a particular sound?
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Lang: I had a sense of the whole thing, having produced lots of concerts ever since I was in high school
and now in my adult life with Bang on a Can. I was
aware that I would be putting this weird problem in
the middle of a community to be solved, and what interests me is the solution to the problem in each community: how to make it happen; how to organize; how
to get groups together; who
to invite; how is the whole
ecosystem constructed? The
performance is one thing. But
I’m more interested in how
to engineer a situation that is
thought provoking to the people who rehearse it—to create
rehearsals that can be meaningful and intense, because
you meet people from diﬀerent walks of life, a thousand
people not just from one community or one stratosphere.
The whole idea was to build
this world that would come
together to do this thing, and
that coming together would
leave something with these
people when the thing was
over.

be interesting and represent their community—how
they solved it where they are. crowd out was originally
commissioned by three diﬀerent arts organizations in
three European cities; London, Berlin, and Birmingham, three diﬀerent communities.7 I remember Birmingham had some fantastic and passionate people

Murray: Would you say that
the process of building these
relationships is an important
part of the work that you see
people doing through pieces
like crowd out?
Lang: Yes. But I don’t want to
tell people how to build them,
and I don’t want to tell them
what kinds of communities
should do it. I think if you
make a problem that takes
some ingenuity to solve, most
of the ways people solve it will
CHORAL JOURNAL August 2022

Figure 1 © 2014 Universal Music Corp.
Administered by Casa Ricordi Srl, a company of Universal Music Group
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured
Reproduced by kind permission of Hal Leonard Europe BV (Italy)
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but a similar demographic amongst participants. Berlin
had a huge number of retirees who were willing to rehearse for a month. And London was unbelievable because it had children’s choirs and a choir for people experiencing homelessness and the choir from Deutsche
Bank and people from all walks of life. Each one of
those communities solved it in a way that was unique
to their community.
Murray: Speaking of unique solutions, the American
premiere of crowd out took place in Millennium Park
in Chicago on October 1, 2017, and organizers there
amassed their thousand-strong crowd deliberately from
smaller choirs and ad-hoc singing groups representing
all fifty electoral wards of the city (Photo 1). Do you
have any reflections on that particular performance?
Lang: I thought that was a beautiful idea. One of the
great things about it was that you had people who really
looked like the whole city. And I went to each individual group and sang with them during the performance.
Murray: Could you tell where each of the groups was
even amongst the crowd?
Lang: I remember that because people from some districts didn’t necessarily feel comfortable with each other, they all parked themselves in separate locations and
didn’t mix much. If I had been the director, I would
have found ways for them to mix a little bit. But you
know, the fact that they didn’t mix so easily also in a
way represented that city, and that’s okay. The piece
makes room for that, and that’s a valuable thing to notice in performance too.
Murray: One of the most interesting things about
crowd out is that it’s simultaneously a participatory event
and a musical artwork. It’s both diﬀerent and recognizably the same each time it’s presented. How do you
hold those conflicting ideals together in the piece?
Lang: I didn’t want to dumb anything down. I wanted
to design a project that wasn’t a flashmob, that wasn’t
just something where we say, “show up at this place and
we’ll do this project.” The whole point of the piece is
42
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Photo 1 crowd out at Millennium Park, Chicago IL. Photo by David T Kindler for Chicago Humanities Festival,
2017. Used with permission.
that people must rehearse together beforehand, even if
it’s just smaller groups and not the whole crowd. I don’t
want people to think anyone can do this with no commitment. It’s the commitment that makes it. It’s peoples’ care and love and concern and time and sweat.
And then when it’s over they have the memory of that.
And that is, I think, what takes it from being an event
to being an artistic moment.
Murray: After crowd out premiered, you were commissioned to compose the public domain, also for one thousand singers, to be premiered on the square outside the
Lincoln Center as part of the Mostly Mozart Festival
in 2016 (Photo 2). How did you go about making that
piece diﬀerent from crowd out?
Lang: In crowd out, I wanted to concentrate on what
one person might feel as an individual in a crowd. [Author’s note: The text in crowd out takes the form of a list
of statements beginning with “I” about feelings experienced as a member of a crowd, for example: “I start
to panic;” “I start to sweat.”] There’s a bit of terror in
that piece, recognizing that when you give something
to a crowd you lose something; you lose your ability
to control your own destiny, to hear yourself, to eﬀect
change among the people around you. I wanted to pay
attention to that loss at that time. The reason why the
public domain happened was because as soon as crowd out
was over the London Symphony people came to me
Volume 63 Number 1
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and said, “We enjoyed being a part of this, but concentrating on yourself for forty minutes is kind of a downer.
Can you imagine a piece that talks more about the flip
side of it, what we actually get from being together?”
Murray: Besides the shift in tone, were there any compositional or organizational lessons that transferred over
from crowd out into the public domain?
Lang: crowd out was meant for people who didn’t consider themselves singers, so singing is limited in that piece.
It was mostly something that I remembered from the
football match, which was a bunch of diﬀerent kinds of
group speaking with diﬀerent aﬀects—shouting, chanting, growing louder and softer. the public domain was more
about highlighting the things we share, so I wanted to

give people a job that would make them listen to each
other, tune with each other, show respect to diﬀerent
communities, and try to make a pleasing eﬀect. So that’s
why it has more singing. I wouldn’t say that I learned
anything technical, but I shaped the amount of material
in each piece to try to take advantage of the diﬀerent
messages of the text for each.
Murray: In these pieces and many of your other vocal
works, you created libretti from piecing together fragments of results for specific internet search engine queries.8 In crowd out, the query was “When I’m in a crowd,
I…” In the public domain, the query was “One thing we
have in common is…” Is this way of sourcing the text
for a piece of music meant to signify anything, either
musically or socially?

Photo 2 the public domain at Lincoln Center, New York City, August 13, 2016. Photo by Steven Pisano. Licensed
under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0.
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Lang: It’s trying to signify that I am interested in what
other people are saying—that the piece is not about my
opinion, but about my filtering of what other people
think. If you go through the text for these pieces, you
notice parts that are contradictory, because it is supposed to represent who we are together thinking about
a given topic. The purpose of the internet search at that
moment was to get a diverse range of answers from the
broadest possible community.
Murray: Writing for such a large and unpredictable
ensemble of one thousand voices must be unnerving.
There are so many things that could go diﬀerently from
how you envision. As a composer, how do you make
room for that flexibility in the music itself ?
Lang: This is the central problem of being a composer,
not just in this kind of music but in any kind of music.
You have a specific sound in your head, and you must
decide how fussy to be in letting that sound out. You can
try to write down the music with complicated instructions, which is how my teachers led me to make music
when I was young. And what you’re basically saying is

that you are only happy with one result. There certainly
is a lot of great music written that way. But for me the
fun thing about these works was leaving some of these
issues—like who can participate, how they are mixed,
when they start singing or speaking—deliberately vague
so that each performance can reflect the nature of the
community or the organizers. Sometimes that means
I go to a performance and see something that I’m not
totally sure is the right attitude. For example, the public
domain performance in Berlin9 had a month of rehearsals, it was highly organized and choreographed, and I
thought maybe a little too programmed. But that’s okay,
because the score allows it, and it reflected the nature of
the people who were in it.
Murray: After crowd out and the public domain, you went
on to create the mile long opera (2018) with architect/director Elizabeth Diller. The piece again featured one thousand singers spread out along the length of the High
Line rail park in New York City (Photo 3). Again, the organizers deliberately drew choral ensembles from all five
boroughs of the city to participate. What made this piece
diﬀerent from crowd out, even though it was organized in

Photo 3 the mile long opera, performance still. Photo by Timothy Schenck, 2018. Used with permission.
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a similar way to the Chicago performance? Why call it
an opera?
Lang: Elizabeth’s original idea for the piece was to go
back to the High Line, which she had helped design ten
years earlier,10 and explore how it had changed the character of the city. Not to say it was good or bad; just to be
able to go and look at it now, from today’s vantage point.
We lined up a thousand people, from the bottom to the
top of the park, and the whole idea was that it would
be the opposite of a normal opera where you sit in one
place and there’s a story and characters who run in and
out. Instead, we put the whole opera along this promenade, and you walk from scene to scene. It was about
translating what we normally do in the theatre into that
environment and doing it with community singers.
We had this beautiful text created by Anne Carson
and Claudia Rankine out of interviews with people in
the community, so the idea was to make something that
was about seeing New York with New Yorkers and seeing New Yorkers in New York. It ended up being an incredibly emotional experience, because you’re walking
by people who are the people you sit next to on the subway, or the people you normally push out of the way
in the grocery store—people you don’t pay attention to
in your normal life—but they are all of us, they are all
characters and they are all beautiful and they all have
stories to tell. To me that’s what really made it an opera;
it was about using music to build an emotional bridge
from a character. But it wasn’t made with professionals
for professionals. It was made for a community with the
community in mind.
Murray: In thinking through the theatrical elements of
these three pieces, and the scale of public engagement in
them, were there other artists or composers whose work
inspired you? Were you thinking of any specific intersections with other disciplines or art movements, or any
particular social outcomes?
Lang: I remember when I was an undergraduate student the artist Christo came to Northern California and
built a fence out of this curtain that went down into the
ocean.11 Everyone from my college went down to build
it. The point of the piece didn’t seem to be that we were
CHORAL JOURNAL August 2022

going to have this great aesthetic event which was the invention of this fence that was going to be up only a short
amount of time. It seemed like the artwork was having
the idea and talking the funders into it, and raising the
money, and going to the permitting people, and talking
to local community members to get it to happen, and
organizing the volunteers. There’s this whole ecosystem
of all the things that must be created to make this event.
And that became the point. You think of art as being the
object, but it’s actually the sphere around the object. It’s
what you do to make the object, and what’s left when the
object is gone.
That attitude has really stayed with me for a lot of
my community-engaged pieces. It’s not a choral piece,
but in 2017 I wrote the symphony of broken instruments12
for the Philadelphia school system. The beautiful thing
about it was that we got all the broken instruments in
the school board’s music program together, we played
this music with them, and so we raised all the money to
repair them. The instruments are repaired, so you can’t
do that piece again. Not only did we build this ecosystem
to do this thing through this concert, but we also covered
our tracks. We erased all trace that we were there. That
makes me really happy.
Murray: In memorial ground (2016) you tried something
diﬀerent, creating a fragment or a scaﬀold of a choral
piece that individual choral groups and community
members could add their own sung and spoken reflections to when they performed it (Photo 4). Why was it
important to have room for singers’ and participants’
individual expression in this piece, as opposed to your
other participatory works where the text and music was
more prescribed?
Lang: That piece was commissioned for the hundredth
anniversary of the battle of the Somme. The director of
the festival who commissioned it came to me and said we
want all these people in the U.K. to have the chance to
sing this as part of a year-long memorial. That put me
in this weird position, which was how do I, as an outsider of this community, come in and make something
that is meaningful as a memorial to people in that community? It didn’t seem to me like a crowdsourcing thing
would work because then I would be filtering through
Volume 63 Number 1
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other peoples’ memories. So I thought maybe the thing
to do is to write one general memorial text that can be,
I wouldn’t say generic, but I would say it’s not specific
to World War One. And I created that as a background
upon which more independent grief could be lain.
The idea was that peoples’ grief and feelings about
the war, or war in general, are probably split in two.
There’s a communal one that we as a nation remember, and there’s an individual one: my grandfather lost
his leg; my great-uncle lost his life. I wanted to say that
there’s a role for that collective grief, and there’s a role
for the individual. The collective one I felt like I could
handle. But the individual one I just said here are these
outlines for melodies that you can use to fill in with your
own sentences, and here is an example of how to make
your own sentences. The piece was posted for free in the
U.K. and got several hundred performances, I think.

Photo 4 memorial ground, performance at the National
Portrait Gallery, London, U.K., 2016. Photo by Jorge
Herrera. Used with permission.
Murray: While most of your large-scale community-engaged works involved pre-formed choirs and people or
organizations who self-selected to participate, in harmony
and understanding (2018) you opened the participatory aspect of the piece to the whole audience, who may not
have even known they were going to be involved.
Lang: I wrote harmony and understanding for the New
World Symphony and the Lucerne Symphony in Switzerland, and the idea was that there’s no audience. So
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the “audience” comes in and they sit down, and then
the conductor comes out and for the first half of the
evening the conductor teaches the audience how to sing
their part. Everyone sings this part, and that text is also
crowdsourced from the internet. It’s not that complicated but it takes a little rehearsal. They rehearse it really
well, and then the orchestra comes out and everybody
performs the piece together and that’s the show. For me,
it was another attempt to figure out how to break down
the idea of who can participate in this music.
Murray: Why is breaking down that barrier and encouraging participation important?
Lang: I think a lot of what we do in classical music is us
versus them; it’s you on stage and a bunch of people in
the audience, and what we are asking from them is their
passivity and their admiration. There’s kind of a conflict
there that makes me think: what are we making our musical experiences for? Sometimes you’re making the music so that one in every thousand performances is great.
But that means you’re saying that nine hundred-ninety-nine of those other performances are not going to be
that. How happy am I to live with that? Maybe I would
rather make a piece of music that deals with those other
experiences. Maybe if we realize that we are all together in this, and the point of this is that we’re all going
to build this thing together, there would be a good that
would come out of it.
Murray: You also teach composition at the Yale School
of Music. Has this line of thinking influenced the way
you teach, or the way you think the twenty-first-century
composer should be educated?
Lang: One of my big issues is that we traditionally learn
things as classical musicians about how to be better classical musicians. We end up loving what we’ve always
done in the past. And part of the composer’s education
is to work with okay musicians when you’re young, and
better musicians when you’re older, and to graduate to
the “great” musicians and never go backwards. That
seems perverse to me. Why should my narrative be to
say hello to some people and goodbye to others?
The point of music should be to expand your world,
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to expand your opportunities, to expand who you can
participate with and who can participate with you.
That’s not the way composers were taught when I was
young, but it’s something that I’ve really come to believe.
And a lot of my public-spirited pieces come out of that,
out of challenging classical music’s assumptions. I think
presenters are increasingly looking for projects that are
of high quality, engage the community, and have a big
doorway for people to walk through. And I suspect that
more and more artists and communities who want to do
projects like this will also find presenters who are equally
willing.
Murray: Any other thoughts on this aspect of your
compositional work you would like to share?
Lang: You know, I’m not a philosopher and I’m not a
sociologist and I’m not an activist. I just think I would
like to live in a better world, and I would like to see if
my music can help do a little bit about it. I know when it
comes to pieces like crowd out and the public domain, I can’t
go to a concert in New York or Chicago now without
some person I have never seen coming up to me and
saying, “Hey, I sang in the public domain and that really
stuck with me.” These pieces have actually created lasting networks of people, at least in spirit. And that means
a lot to me.
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