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Mr. Little’s Very Large Life
Print-Friendly View
As the early summer sun finally gives up its
fight, the light outside David Little’s cozy
downtown Manhattan office in New York’s
Tribeca neighborhood turns from the bruise
purple of late afternoon to the melancholy
sapphire of early evening. It’s a transition of
color one might be inclined to associate with
the young composer’s music—inevitable,
hypnotizing and just a little bit haunting.

Taking his cue from the light, Little looks at the clock on his computer. It’s just
after 8 p.m., and he’s now resigned to missing the first few minutes of his
friend’s show, which is beginning somewhere uptown just as we start wrapping
up the interview.

“Some of my composer friends and I joke that we’re living the dream,” says
Little with a laugh. “You know you’re living the dream if you can never see your
friends’ shows, you’re tired all the time, and somehow you’re still broke.” He
pauses again for a hearty laugh before adding, “I’d love for things to slow
down, but not too much. Even though things have been hectic over the last
two years, I know that’s a good sign.”

At 32, Little has already amassed quite the résumé. The work of this rising-star
composer has caught the attention of everyone from New York Times critics to
Grammy-winning composer Osvaldo Golijov. WQXR radio has called Little
“one of the most promising stars on the 21st-century opera scene.”

Last year, the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra per formed his 2002 piece
Screamer!, and in September, the orchestra will premiere the commissioned
piece Charm. Third Coast Percussion premiered one of his most ambitious
works to date, Haunt of Last Nightfall last year in Chicago. In June, Newspeak
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—the amplified, cutting-edge, politically minded eight-piece ensemble Little
founded—performed his gripping wartime opera, Soldier Songs, at the
International Festival of Arts and Ideas in New Haven, Conn. And since
November, the 2000 Susquehanna alumnus has been the executive director
of MATA, an influential nonprofit, founded by Golden Globe winner Philip
Glass, that showcases the work of young composers at a four-day festival held
each spring in New York City.

Oh yeah. And he also earned his doctorate degree from Princeton University
in May.

“Finding time to compose is getting harder and harder,” says Little, who is
currently booked with commissioned pieces through 2013. Again, he’s not
complaining. “I am actually living the dream.”

The seeds of Little’s dream were actually sown quite simply at the age of 15,
while he was watching Tim Burton’s animated feature The Nightmare Before
Christmas.

“I was completely swept away by the score of
that film, and when I walked out I thought,
‘That’s it. I’m going to be a composer,’” Little
recalls. Leaning back in a shaky swivel chair,
dressed in unassuming jeans and a slightly
wrinkled black military-style shirt, he runs his
hands through thick, curly hair, smirking now
at the clarity and simplicity of it all. “In an hour
and 10 minutes, my life completely changed.”

Little says the film’s odd score, composed by
longtime Burton collaborator Danny Elfman,

“seeped into my brain and soul,” and for the first time it occurred to the young
man from Blairstown, N.J., that he could actually make a living as a composer.

Little had dallied in music before then, occasionally banging on his father’s
basement drum set as a child and founding a high school rock band. But they
were only dalliances. After hearing Elfman’s score in the dark of that New
Jersey theater, however, Little immediately drove to the record store, bought
the film’s soundtrack, and hasn’t looked back since.
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“The score was this weird, dark, awesome thing,” says Little. “The score that
changed everything.”

Having received both music and academic scholarships, Little enrolled at
Susquehanna as a music education major in 1998, a concentration he would
eventually change to percussion performance after realizing he wouldn’t
“starve and die in the streets without a music education degree.”

Little says his peers and professors at the university—all of whom were far
more familiar with music theory and classical composition’s rich and varied
history—immediately intimidated him. But the angst didn’t last long, and Little
went on to spend four years at Susquehanna developing not only his technical
understanding of the craft, but also the beginnings of the unique, eclectic style
that has come to define his work today.

In addition to his classes, Little performed in several university theatre
productions, wrote scores for plays like Macbeth and The Country Wife, and
also founded his own ensemble, which eventually produced an avant-garde
political music theatre work called The State of Our Union Is …, which was
performed at the Degenstein Center Theater.

“The State of Our Union was totally out there, but Susquehanna was such an
open place in many ways that I felt like I could do whatever I wanted,” says
Little. “And I got encouragement from my professors that I was doing
something actually worth doing, which I don’t know that I would have gotten at
a bigger school.” 
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Since he graduated from Susquehanna, the
pond in which Little swims has only gotten
larger. In 2001, he attended the prestigious
Tanglewood Music Center, and in 2002—after
just three semesters—he earned his master’s
degree from the University of Michigan before
coming back to New Jersey to attend
Princeton’s doctorate program. And while
Little’s compositional interests and aesthetic
have evolved over the years (“There was a
time when I didn’t even want to hear anything
written before 1945,” he jokes), Little says he

finally feels like “a fully formed composer.”

If only he wasn’t so pressed for time.

Walking to a nearby subway that will take him uptown to see his friend’s show,
Little says that in two weeks he’ll be heading to a friend’s house in the
Berkshires for seven days of concentrated composing.

“I will be unavailable to the world,” he says with a smile. “It’s the only way I can
get anything done these days. That’s living the dream, man.”

Nick DiUlio is a contributing writer from Medford, N.J.
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