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live performance reviews

Cool Brittania
Da Capo Chamber Players
Merkin Concert Hall, New York,
October 10, 2011
By Anne Eisenberg
The veteran Da Capo Chamber Players have a
knack for programming, and on October 10
at Merkin Concert Hall they showed that flair
yet again when they opened their 41st season
with “Cool Britannia”– an innovative program
featuring contemporary chamber music by
composers born in the British Isles.
Wigmore Hall in London might be a typical
venue for this program, but it transplanted
beautifully to the upper westside of Manhattan.
The young, appreciative audience had a
chance to hear the work of musicians across
the pond too rarely performed here, including
Luke Bedford, currently the first composer in
residence at Wigmore Hall, as well as Sir Richard
Rodney Bennett, Mark-Anthony Turnage,
Thomas Adès, and others.
Luke Bedford’s Self-Assembly Composition
No. 1 was a spirited highlight of the evening.
Like Terry Riley’s In C, the piece is written to be
played by any number of instruments.
“It’s up to the group to create the structure of
the piece from the written suggestions in the
score,” Mr. Bedford says in the program notes.
“The duration is entirely up to the performers.”
In this performance, the music created by the
players was fast, intricate and lively, as though
a Conlon Nancarrow piece for player piano
had been turned into tumultuous, virtuosic
chamber music.
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Each selection of the evening was introduced by
a flute solo played by Patricia Spencer from Sir
Bennett’s Songs for the Instruction of Singing
Birds that evoked the calls of the starling,
woodlark, canary, bull finch, and nightingale.
The bird calls, which sounded nothing like
Messiaen’s, were stretched and molded by
the jazz idiom that the composer, who once
supported himself playing jazz piano, has used
to effect in his film scores.
The program also featured an unusual, powerful
piece from the opera The Tempest, composed
by Thomas Adès and Meredith Oakes, and transcribed by Mr. Adès for violin, clarinet, cello and
piano. The music changed moods swiftly, an
occasional sweet strain floating into dissonance
and then reappearing lyrically.
“Cool Britannia” was the occasion not only to
celebrate modern British music, but to salute
a departing member of the players: Andre
Emelianoff, who has played with the group
since 1976. James Wilson is the new cellist.

In honor of Mr. Emelianoff, the American
composer Stephen Jaffe wrote Cameo, a short,
striking jewel of a piece that featured both
cellists at the October performance.
“I was honoring the passing of the torch,”
Mr. Jaffe said.
The theme of the lovely, haunting piece is heard
in a call and response pattern as the two cellos
answer one another across the stage. Mr. Jaffe,
who is a professor at Duke University, said that
the theme of Cameo originated in a piece he’d
written earlier for Da Capo called Partito, for
cello, piano and percussion that he wanted to
revisit as part of the occasion.
The music was playful and elegant.
“Contemporary music is often so severe,”
Mr. Jaffe said. “I wanted the cellists to have
fun with this.” II

Nico Muhly, DARK SISTERS
Gerald W. Lynch Theater at John Jay College
November 9, 2011
by Ben Yarmolinsky
The Mormons are being brought onstage a lot these
days. Ever since Angels in America, they have been
pressed into service as symbols of pioneer America gone
haywire in the global age. The opera Dark Sisters is
obviously not to be confused with The Book of Mormon,
nor even with the television series Big Love, despite a
common preoccupation with the Fundamentalist Church
of Latter Day Saints and polygamy. Still, it is another example of how the Mormons are being used to examine
conflicts between religion and the state, traditional vs.
contemporary mores, and differing views of sexual roles.
The opera, with music by Nico Muhly and libretto by
Stephen Karam, was premiered on November 9th at the
Gerald W. Lynch Theater at John Jay College. The work
was co-commissioned and co-produced by Gotham
Chamber Opera, Music-Theatre Group and the Opera
Company of Philadelphia. Neal Goren conducted a
thirteen-piece ensemble; the stage director was Rebecca
Taichman. Among the many sponsors of the event were
the NEA, the NYC Dept. of Cultural Affairs, and the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. This looked to be one
well-funded opera.

Ruth, from Dark Sisters, Photo Credit: Richard Termini

After a brief orchestral prelude in a Coplandesque prairie
mode, the drama opens with five women in white nightgowns clutching baby clothes to their breasts as they
bemoan the recent abduction of their children by Federal
agents who have raided their compound. (A similar
event occurred in Texas in 2008.) Each woman calls out
the names of her missing children over and over. Given
the oddity of some of the names, this gives rise to some
unintended humor. There is a lot of lamentation and
deploration – a modicum of pathos is evoked. Then the
husband of all five women and father of all the missing
children appears. He is meant to be a prophetic patriarch
in the Old Testament mold. He demands total obedience from the women and admonishes them to “keep
sweet,” a refrain that returns throughout the opera with
increasing irony. After throwing his weight around, he
withdraws to the desert to commune with God. Bassbaritone Kevin Burdette brought a rich grainy tone and
suitable menace to this pasteboard villain’s role.
Over the course of the hour-long first act, the five
women act out various sketches clearly intended to
make them come to life as characters. Eliza, played
winningly by Caitlyn Lynch (who will eventually emerge
as the heroine of the opera) remembers the day of her
wedding as a child bride. Another woman recalls dreams
of her mother and grandmother; another reminisces
about her two little sons who died untimely deaths.
There is a great deal of telling and very little showing.
The identical nightgowns don’t help us keep the five
women distinct from one another. Neither does the singing, which is largely unintelligible (supertitles projected
above the stage were a distracting necessity). There is a
jealous spat between two of the women who are each

hoping that the patriarch will choose her to spend
the night with him. One tears up a portrait her
rival has drawn; the other cuts up a garment her
rival has sewn. This seems a gratuitous exchange,
particularly in view of what has come before.
Apart from the sympathy one naturally feels for
these bereft and benighted women, there is very
little in the exposition to make us care about them
as characters.
The second act is livelier and shorter. It begins in
a television studio where the five women (now
wearing interchangeable long dresses) are being
interviewed in a prosecutorial fashion about their
polygamous lifestyle. (The audience roared when
one of the women responded indignantly that
there are some states where men are allowed to
marry men!) The TV studio scene is enhanced by
video back projections of each of the women in
close-up as they sing. This was an effective device
as it helped to differentiate the five women from
one another. If I were the director, I would have
used it earlier and more often.

“...is another example of how
the Mormons are being used
to examine conflicts between
religion and the state...”
The climax and denouement of the drama are
sudden and seem unmotivated, particularly after
the extremely static first act: one of the women
has a nervous breakdown in the television studio;
another (I was not sure which) runs away to the
desert and jumps off a cliff. At her funeral we hear
the hymn “Abide With Me.” Eliza attempts to
convince her daughter to abandon the cult and to
run away with her. The daughter refuses. Eliza runs
off. Curtain.
Overall, the music was serviceable, but bland. There
were a few lovely moments, notably a passage
when Eliza lies outside under the stars and the
orchestra plays a sort of celestial harmony, featuring the celeste, percussion and harp. In the second
act there was a contemporary-sounding parody of
a news fanfare. Otherwise, the harmonic language
mostly came out of Copland – a lot of open fourths
and fifths underpinning parlando singing. Apart
from the occasional minimalistic passage, there was
little to distinguish the score from operas written in
the mid-20th century.
Dark Sisters will be performed again in Philadelphia,
in April of 2012. II
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SPRING FOR MUSIC
Steven Stucky, August 4, 1964, the Dallas
Symphony Orchestra, Soloists and the Dallas
Symphony Chorus, conducted by Jaap van
Sweden, Carnegie Hall, May 11, 2011
By Barry O’Neal
Spring for Music is the new initiative by
Carnegie Hall, launched this May with seven
concerts by lesser-known North American orchestras that were chosen for their imaginative programming ideas. Tickets to all seven
concerts were sold for a very reasonable $25
per ticket. Each program was unusual in one
way or another, but the centerpiece of the
series , the New York premiere of Steven
Stucky’s oratorio, August 4, 1964, was a
distinguished affair, to say the least.
Composed to a libretto written and assembled by Gene Scheer, August 4, 1964,
was commissioned by the Dallas Symphony
Orchestra in observance of the centennial
of President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s birth
and premiered in Dallas by the orchestra in
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September 2008 at the Myerson Symphony
Center. The work focuses on a critical day
in Johnson’s controversial presidency, the
day when the bodies of three missing civil
rights workers, Michael Schwerner, Andrew
Goodman (white New Yorkers) and James
Chaney (a black, native Mississippian), were
found in Philadelphia, Mississippi, at the same
time that the United States began to escalate
the Vietnam war in the wake of the apparent
second attack on the USS Maddox in the
Gulf of Tonkin. There may or may not have
been an attack, but President Johnson and his
Secretary of State, Robert McNamara, seized
on the ambiguity of the situation and ordered
our military to respond. This led to the build
up of forces in Vietnam and the increased
domestic opposition that virtually drove
Lyndon Baines Johnson from office, despite
his huge accomplishments especially in the
area of civil rights. The irony of that day is the
focus of the oratorio.
August 4, 1964 is a fine piece of work, skillfully written, but as is often the case with
occasional pieces, a bit timid musically. Laid

out in twelve individually titled sections, it is
scored for large chorus, four soloists and a
sizable orchestra (3 flutes, 3rd doubling alto
flute and piccolo, 2 oboes, English horn, two
clarinets, bass clarinet, two bassoons, contrabassoon; 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3rd doubling
piccolo trumpet, three trombones, third doubling bass trombone, tuba; harp, timpani,
4 percussionists handling a large battery of
percussion instruments and strings. The two
stories are presented by the four soloists:
the two women, representing the mothers
of two of the slain civil rights workers, Mrs.
Chaney (soprano Indira Mahajan) and Mrs.
Goodman (mezzo soprano Kristen Jepson)
and the two men, Lyndon Baines Johnson
(baritone Rod Gilfrey) and Robert McNamara
(tenor Vale Rideout). The chorus comments
on these events, often using fragments of
Stephen Spender’s celebrated 1930s poem
The Truly Great, which begins with the
famous line “I think continually of those who
were truly great.” The poem was chosen
by librettist Scheer when he found out that
Ms. Goodman placed a framed copy of it on
the wall of her apartment after learning of
her son’s death. There is an additional level
of irony in the use of this poem. It was apparently a favorite of Johnson’s predecessor,
John Fitzgerald Kennedy, and parts of it were
read by his son, John F. Kennedy, Jr., at the
dedication of the JFK Library in Boston on
October 20, 1979. Furthermore, the last line
of the poem (“And left the vivid air signed
with their honor.”) was quoted by President
Ronald Reagan in a speech on June 6, 1984
at a ceremony commemorating the fortieth
anniversary of the D-day invasion of France
in the Second World War.
The oratorio begins with a plangent duet for
the two mothers (“This the saddest moment
of my life”), which the chorus counters with
the opening lines of Spender’s poem. The
second section turns the spotlight on the
President and his Secretary of State. The
jittery writing for Mr. Rideout as Secretary
McNamara steers close to the edge of parody
and is reminiscent of the portrayal of Henry
Kissinger in John Adams’ Nixon in China
(“Mr. President! Mr. President!"), while Mr.
Gifrey’s President Johnson sings in more
measured tones. As the two crises escalate
(“The Secret Heart of America”) and the
President determines to act both in Vietnam
and in fighting for equal rights in the U.S,

bits of the civil rights anthem “We Shall
Overcome” are heard.
The centerpiece of the work is the moving orchestral Elegy that begins with a
heartrending oboe solo, gradually joined by
brass and strings. The use of the familiar
descending minor second as a symbol of
grief is something of a cliché, but it is
effectively employed in the searing climax of
this powerful interlude.

managed the forces with great skill and
evident commitment. Indira Mahajan
and Katherine Jepson were very fine and
blended well in their duets. Vale Rideout
and Rod Gilfrey, while effective in portraying
two complicated men, were not as secure
musically as their colleagues in their less
distinctive music.
The presentation of this flawed but
important work by the Dallas forces is

commendable and it was disappointing that
apart from a large contingent of supporters from Dallas, the audience was so small
(the Dress Circle where this writer sat was
virtually empty). This was true for the other
concert in the series the writer attended.
Spring for Music needs more or better
publicity and deserves greater support from
New York music lovers, and one hope it gets
it next year. II

The remainder of the story of August 4,
1964 is told with swift, telling strokes:
Andrew Goodman writing in June of 1964
of his situation (“Letter from Mississippi”),
President Johnson and Secretary McNamara
deciding to respond in Vietnam despite their
doubts about the accuracy of the reports of
the attacks on our destroyer (“Oval Office
III”) and the two mothers getting the news
of the discovery of the bodies of their sons
(“August 4”) – another poignant duet
beautifully sung by Mahajan and Jepson.
In the penultimate section (“Had We
Known”), an older, wiser McNamara reflects
on the tragic mistake of using the Tonkin Bay
incident as a pretext for expanding the war
and regrets the carnage that resulted. The
final section (“What is Precious is Never to
Forget”) returns to the mothers’ lament and
eventually involves all four soloists and the
chorus lines from Spender’s poem, to consoling strings, tolling bells and the keening
minor second from the Elegy.
The comparison to similar works by Britten
(War Requiem) and Tippett (A Child of Our
Time) is unavoidable in a piece of this sort,
but musically the language is mostly tonal
American, with hints of Barber, Bernstein
and Copland, well integrated into Stucky’s
somewhat more astringent and complex 21st
century style. What August 4, 1964 lacks is
a striking sense of imaginative purpose: the
feeling that this was a work the composer
had to write. The choral writing and, in
particular, the writing for the two men seems
dutiful at times, and not as inspired as the
situation calls for. Still the last section is
undeniably moving.
The performance by the Dallas Symphony
and Chorus, prepared by Donald Krehbiel,
was exemplary and Mr. van Sweden
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SONG AND DANCE
FROM A SCOTTISH
MASTER
James MacMillan, VIOLIN CONCERTO,
Vadim Repin, violin, Charles Dutoit conducting the Philadelphia Orchestra, March 1,
2011, Carnegie Hall (with music by Berlioz
and Tchaikovsky)
by Barry O’Neal
James MacMillan is a fascinating composer.
Once one has heard several of his pieces,
the stylistic quirks and influences become
landmarks in a personal approach to writing
that has made him one of the more reliable
and interesting concert music composers of
the present day. The Philadelphia Orchestra
offered New Yorkers their first chance to
hear his recent Violin Concerto (2009) in a
splendid performance at this concert. The
soloist was Vadim Repin, who gave the
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work its world premiere in London with the
London Symphony Orchestra under Valery
Gergiev on May 12, 2010. This was the
New York premiere for the work, which
had had its US premiere in Philadelphia
just two weeks before on February 24. The
concerto is dedicated to Repin and offered
as a memorial to the composer’s mother,
Ellen MacMillan, who died in 2008. As with
most of MacMillan’s music, it is firmly rooted
in the musical soil of his native Scotland
and reflects his preoccupation with Scottish
identity, Roman Catholic tradition and Celtic
folk music.
In the traditional three movements labeled
1. Dance, 2. Song and 3. Song and Dance,
the concerto is scored for winds and brass in
twos (with one tuba), a large percussion section (timpani, bass drum, bell tree, bodhrán,
Chinese glass gongs, congas, flexaton,
marimba, mark tree, snare drum, tam-tam,
tubular bells, vibraphone, vibraslap and
whip), piano and strings, and lasts about 25
minutes. The first movement (Dance) begins

with one measure of sharply accented chords
for the full orchestra after which the soloist
is off and running, with 16th note passagework that dashes from the violin’s lowest
register through most of its range, often
accompanied by rippling piano figuration.
Soon a lovely lyrical idea for the solo violin
appears, but it is quickly swept away by more
dance-like music, virtuoso timpani riffs and
outbursts from the full orchestra. Another
lyrical episode featuring orchestral violins is
not allowed to last long before being chased
off by some mercurial antics of the soloist.
The movement has a breathless quality and
is very exciting, with a Scottish reel forming
its climax. The second movement (Song),
altogether more serious, has the feel of
a loose set of variations on the oboe and
English horn duet with which it begins.
There is a touch of Stravinsky here and elsewhere and Britten’s lean scoring habits are
also apparent in this rhapsodic and touching
slow movement. The violin, once again, is
rarely absent and often supported by a rich
texture of muted strings, as it takes over and

develops the oboe/English horn idea. Further
along there is some striking chordal writing
for the brass, harmonically simple and mostly
triadic, but varied in rhythmic pulse. The final
section, with the violin musing in its upper
register in an almost child-like, folk inflected
manner, is particularly enchanting. The last
movement combines the elements of song
and dance, more or less segregated in the
two previous movements, into a taut and
engrossing Finale. The men of the orchestra
are called upon to chant what seem to
be fragments of a German nursery rhyme
(“Eins, zwei, drei, vier: Meine Mutter tanzt
mit mir”) over a martial tramp of timpani,
later joined by brass and strings. The music
suggests a dream-like alternation between its
fierce martial dance-like beginnings and the
lyrical waltz-inflected material that features
the soloist in high-flying, plainsong-derived
gestures. After a tragic-sounding climax prepared by a reference to the Dies Irae chant
by the horns, there is a lengthy cadenza for
the soloist and a brief coda that includes
bird-like singing by the piccolo and the
violin, before the abrupt end. The variety of
material and its intuitive manipulation make
the character of the last movement more
difficult to discern and one suspects that
there is a hidden program, possibly related to
MacMillan’s mother.

Nonetheless, in this terrific performance
Vadim Repin and the Philadelphians made a
definitely positive impact on the large audience. Repin gave his all to the brilliant solo
part and Charles Dutoit (who has conduced
other MacMillan works with the orchestra,
most notably the Symphony No. 3 in 2005)
and the orchestra managed the tricky instrumental writing with magnificent aplomb.
The rest of the program, which opened with
a delightfully fresh and vivacious account
of Hector Berlioz’ Overture to Béatrice et
Bénédict, and closed, in the second half, with
a magnificent reading of the Symphony No. 5
in E Minor, Op. 64 by Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
that was notable for power, polish and
unusually careful attention to the composer’s
dynamic markings, was equally engaging.
Despite the dire financial straits this great
orchestra has been in of late, the players of
the Philadelphia Orchestra under the interim
leadership of Mr. Dutoit continue to offer
wonderful music-making that provides a great
launch to recent scores and fine performances
of the familiar orchestral canon. II

As with most of MacMillan’s music, it is firmly rooted in
the musical soil of his native Scotland and reflects his
preoccupation with Scottish identity, Roman Catholic
tradition and Celtic folk music.
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Gods and
Robots
Death and the Powers: The Robots’
Opera, American Repertory Theatre
with MIT’s Fast Arts Festival and Chicago
Opera Theater, Cutler Majestic Theatre,
Boston, Massachusetts, 25 March 2011;
and Prometheus Bound, American
Repertory Theater, Oberon, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 29 March 2011
By Leann Davis Alspaugh
You know you’re in a theatre full of science
geeks when the line “What is this Death…is it
a form of entropy?” gets a big laugh. Death
and the Powers: The Robots’ Opera made its
American premiere in March 2011 at Boston’s
Cutler Majestic Theatre, a co-production of
American Repertory Theater, MIT’s Fast Arts
Festival, and Chicago Opera Theater. The
production brought together composer Tod
Machover, poet laureate Robert Pinsky as
librettist, director Diane Paulus, and Gil Rose
conducting the Boston Modern Orchestra
Project (BMOP). The MIT Media Lab assembled
high-tech forces on stage and off, ranging
from remote-controlled Operabots and
video-infused periaktoi to “sound-producing
Hyperinstruments.” A bank of 40 computers
and a wireless network ran the software that
controlled the robot choreography and coordinated the sound and video environment.
Puppeteers were stationed on the catwalk
above the stage to assume manual control in
case the robots ran amok.
In the abstract setting of the opera’s prologue, the robots tilt their triangular-shaped
heads and wonder about such baffling concepts as suffering, memory, and the lessons
of the Organic Age. Their elegiac opening
is also tinged with irony as they introduce
the evening’s program: “Units assembled for
the ritual/Performance at command,/As the
Human Creators have ordained,/In memory
of the Past.” They whiz away and morph
into the opera’s human characters, the four
members of the Powers family.
The wealthy Simon Powers (James
Maddalena) wants to cheat death by immersing himself in the System, technology that will
enable him to stay in touch with the physical
world after his death. He is abetted in this
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project by his protégé Nicholas (Hal Cazalet).
If the Borg-like black cladding on his left arm
is any indication, Nicholas is already in the
process of being assimilated. Simon’s wife
Evvy (Emily Albrink) and daughter Miranda
(Sara Heaton) each have different reactions to
Powers’ transformation. Evvy tries to accept
her husband’s latest caprice and is eventually,
according to the libretto, absorbed into the
System. To this viewer, her transformation
was a descent into madness rather than an
apotheosis. Miranda’s reaction, on the other
hand, is a refusal to accept the unnaturalness
of her father’s fate. She is so insistent in her
need for her father that she even convinces
him to return for a short time.
Audiences have been much preoccupied with
the technological elements of this opera.
Indeed, the stagecraft is mesmerizing – the
Venus-flytrap-like armature described as a
chandelier is especially beautiful. But once
the in-the-moment effect has worn off, there
isn’t much left to sustain an impression of
real originality. Instead of being provocative,
these innovations often seem to work against
the rich characterizations of, in particular,
Maddalena and Heaton.
What prevents Death and the Powers from
reaching the kind of vividness that makes
opera really work is its music. Known as
“America’s most wired composer,” Tod
Machover is deeply interested in experimentation and pushing the boundaries of opera.
With Death and the Powers, Machover has
said that he wants to use technology to
bring the audience closer to the performers.
There is no question that he achieves an
accomplished level of integration between the
electronic soundscape, acoustic music by the
15-members of BMOP, and the programmed
stage effects. Without a convincing musical
bridge between the props on stage and the
people delivering the story, however, the
connection is lost.
Machover’s score is layered with energy and
affecting passages, but it fails to achieve a
dramatic trajectory. The composer’s reliance
on repetitive phrases along with electronic
sounds and processed vocalizations disrupt
the opera’s momentum. Instead of a whole
coalescing from “the meeting of organic
and the inorganic,” the opera’s disparate
parts become dead-end iterations that work
against the magnetism of its human elements.

Anyone who has ever felt the deflation at
the end of a movie too reliant on computergenerated effects knows the feeling.
Part of this failing lies with Pinsky’s libretto.
Seeking clever word play, he falls back on
tired puns: “I am a producer./And business is my wares./Lady’s Wear, Software,/
Hardware—Artware,/Warware, Peaceware—/I
am in Every Ware:/Or you might call it Being
Ware—.” Looking for accessibility, he resorts
to tin-eared colloquialisms: “What does it
matter?/Simulation, place,/Medium, voice,/
Face, shmace.” The best lines come from
other poets, as when Simon sums up the
opera’s theme by quoting May Swenson’s
“Question”:
“Body my house
my horse my hound
what will I do
when you are fallen
Where will I sleep
How will I ride
What will I hunt . . .
when Body my good
bright dog is dead.”
Death and the Powers centers on the kind of
“human perfectability” trope that has become
a speculative fiction standby in everything
from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to The Matrix
trilogy and the man-machine hybrids of Star
Trek’s Borg. An operatic treatment of this
idea in a highly-technological age offers fresh
possibilities of insights into ideas about the
self, performance, identity, and authenticity.
However, if these ideas are at work in Death
and the Powers, they are buried under layers
of enervating technology and soulless effects.
Early spring productions at American
Repertory Theater also included two new
works adapted from Greek plays. Both
Sophocles’ Ajax in a new translation by
Charles Connaghan and the rock musical of
Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound reinterpreted
well-known themes in startlingly modern
ways. The good news is that neither Ajax as a
desert warrior suffering from post-traumatic
stress disorder nor Prometheus as a leatherclad victim of tattooed tyrants sacrificed
classical power to contemporary polemics.
To be sure, the creators of Prometheus Bound
didn’t miss the chance to exploit a play that
portrays a god punished for his kindness to

mankind. Best known for his work with the
metal band System of a Down, composer and
social justice activist Serj Tankian seized on the
theme of tyranny in Steven Sater’s new translation. Director Diane Paulus reinforced this point
by partnering with Amnesty International.
During the show’s run, eight Amnesty appeals
were highlighted, ranging from victims of
sexual violence in Africa to prisoners of
conscience in Vietnam; the performance I saw
urged action on behalf of Reggie Clemons, a
prisoner on death row in Missouri.

The vocal settings called for high-volume belting
as well as delicate harmonies. Uzo Aduba was
affecting as Io, the maiden seduced by Zeus
and turned into a heifer. The power ballad
“What I Think of Myself” was a heart-rending
attempt to understand why fecklessness should
have such freakish consequences. Gavin Creel’s
Prometheus was strong and subtle. Gabe Ebert’s
Hermes was by turns menacing and comic –
“Who does a god have to smite to get a cocktail
around here?!”

“...Prometheus patrons found
themselves up close and personal
with every minute of the god’s travails”
This intense and exciting production gained
much from being performed at Oberon,
A.R.T.’s nightclub-style space. Just as the
season-opening Cabaret had immersed
the audience in Berlin’s Kit Kat Klub, so
Prometheus patrons found themselves up
close and personal with every minute of the
god’s travails. Seating was available only
around the perimeter of the room, while
those with dance floor tickets dodged a rolling dais and huge ladders – not to mention
actors climbing over patrons’ tables.

The stage proper was occupied by the
eight-member Choke & Jerk Band. They deftly
charged through Tankian’s score, executing
an impressive array of musical ideas from the
self-righteous anthem, the ethereal ballad,
the anguished lament, and the head-banging
rock song. Surely, no straight-play treatment
of Aeschylus could match the thrill of hearing Prometheus’ famous monologue, which
culminates in “All human culture comes from
Prometheus,” as a stadium-size rock anthem. II

Being a rock musical about “a damned god in
chains,” the production design leaned heavily
on goth, punk, and urban grunge. Tattoos were
obligatory as was glittery makeup. Hermes’
gold-winged Nikes were an especially witty
touch. As always, the A.R.T.’s technical elements
were perfect. The head mics worked without a
glitch, and the sound mix was well-balanced.
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Private Lives:
Double Bill at the
Glimmerglass Festival
John Musto/Mark Campbell, Later the Same Evening
Jeanine Tesori/Tony Kushner, A Blizzard on Marblehead Neck
Glimmerglass Opera, Cooperstown, New York, August 7, 2011
By Leann Davis Alspaugh
Later the Same Evening
Who hasn’t looked at Edward Hopper’s Automat and wondered about the girl in the
straw cloche? Alone under the harsh lights, she clutches a coffee cup in one ungloved
hand, the other resting on the cold marble tabletop. She is dressed fashionably, as
so many of Hopper’s women are, but
the combination of a spring hat with a
winter coat suggests she’s wearing the
only hat she owns. She is the poster
child for Hopper’s favorite theme: urban
isolation.
The Glimmerglass Festival Double Bill
opened with the first professional
staging of Later the Same Evening, a
one-act opera by John Musto and Mark
Campbell that is based on five Edward
Hopper paintings. Musto and Campbell
first staged the work in 2008 at the
Manhattan School of Music in a coproduction of the University of Maryland
Opera Studio and Washington’s National
Gallery of Art. Director Leon Major
originated the concept of the opera
after visiting the National Gallery’s
2007–2008 Hopper retrospective. At
around 75 minutes and seven scenes,
the opera feels a little long, mainly
because the scenarios built around the
paintings – Automat (1927), Two on the
Aisle (1927), Room in New York (1932),
Hotel Room (1931), and Hotel Window
(1955) – have been extended by names,
back stories, and interpolated characters. It is an ingenious conceit not unlike
Sondheim’s Sunday in the Park
With George.
Campbell’s libretto makes the most
of New York as a city of what he calls
“serendipitous connections.” Hopper’s
characters are plucked from the canvas and sent to mix and mingle without regard
to class or status. Their stories are ones we know well. In their coldwater flat, Andrea
Arias Martin as Elaine O’Neill and Kyle Albertson as her husband Gus eloquently
express frustration and disappointment. Neal Ferreira as Sheldon Segal and Andrea
Carroll as his wife Rose may be better dressed, but they, too, are trapped in a kind of
marital ennui. The quiet desperation of the failed dancer Ruth Baldwin (an expressive Lauren Snouffer) is not so far from the tentative hopes of the widow Estelle
Oglethorpe (a regal Patricia Schuman). Like Hopper’s characters, those in the opera
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draw a profound distinction between loneliness
and being alone.
The opera’s witty climactic scene brings the
characters together to watch a performance of
the fictional Broadway show Tell Me Tomorrow.
Seated facing the house, the cast becomes the
audience, miming tears and laughter in unison –
it’s a wonderful moment of self-referential theatre humor. Andrew Stenson as Jimmy O’Keefe
is especially funny as the small-town boy torn
between an awkward flirtation with Elaine
and his awe at the stage antics. Lacy Sauter
is delightful as Valentina Scarcella, an Italian
spectator who tears up when the audience

Double Bill to reveal snow falling on a quiet
moonlit landscape. But there was nothing
peaceful about the misbegotten marriage
of Eugene O’Neill and Carlotta Monterey.
The O’Neills bought their seaside cottage at
Marblehead Neck, Massachusetts, hoping it
would be a sort of paradise. Instead, it became
the scene for the culmination of all of O’Neill’s
personal and professional tragedies.
The world premiere of A Blizzard on
Marblehead Neck was a 40-minute dash
through the O’Neills’ private hell – one that
makes Hopper’s isolation look positively therapeutic. It is difficult to avoid comparing this

in 1946. Angrily invoked by Carlotta, they troop
obediently across the snowy stage, remorselessly rehashing their reviews. This strange interlude
is ultimately somewhat distracting, although it
does make the point that anger can become so
all-consuming as to take on a life of its own.
Tony Kushner’s libretto is vibrant with corrosive
insults and mordant literary wit. Best known
for the epic play Angels in America, a work of
equal parts political predictability and flashes
of brilliance, Kushner has written often about
the genius of Eugene O’Neill. Indeed, Kushner’s
portrait of O’Neill going to meet his snowy fate
in a bathrobe is as harrowing and incredible as

The result is a piece that is surreal and mannered and

one obviously designed to evoke O’Neill’s
delusional state of mind.
laughs and chortles when they are silent. “What
a strange country, what strange people,” she
muses in bewilderment. Clearly, this is more
insider humor from Musto and Campbell who
give us a character from the birthplace of opera
baffled by American musical theatre. In spite of
her elegant dress and cultured mien, she’s every
bit as provincial as Jimmy O’Keefe.
Musto’s music makes its own “serendipitous
connections,” weaving the opera’s 11 characters together with an imaginative score that
employs fugal passages, baroque and jazz elements, and musical-theatre motifs. The operatic
equivalent of the cinematic split-screen occurs
in Scene Four when Ruth, Estelle, and Elaine
come together to reiterate as an ensemble the
musical identities that they established individually earlier. With this simple staging, the trio
resolves isolation with a sense of community
that extends far beyond the stage, the city, or
even the five paintings by Edward Hopper.
A Blizzard on Marblehead Neck
The curtain rose on the second half of the

volatile pair to another famous fighting couple,
Edward Albee’s George and Martha. However,
while Albee’s couple fought with cunning and
contempt, Gene and Carlotta are portrayed
here more as caricatures. David Pittsinger as
O’Neill and Patricia Schuman as Carlotta deliver
memorable performances, but their characterizations are brittle and overwrought. (How must
Pittsinger and Schuman, who are married in real
life, have prepared for these rancorous roles?)
Based as it is on an admittedly minor episode
in the playwright’s life, the opera is conceived
in broad, impressionistic terms. The result is
a piece that is surreal and mannered and one
obviously designed to evoke O’Neill’s delusional
state of mind. In their program essay, O’Neill
biographers Arthur and Barbara Gelb note that
both the playwright and his wife took medications that often led to hallucinations. At one
point in the opera, these visions come to life in
the form of the three critics – Louis Kronenberg
(Carin Gilfry), Bernard DeVoto (Aleksey
Bogdanov), and Mary McCarthy (Stephanie
Foley Davis) – who panned The Iceman Cometh

any of the playwright’s own characters.
Much of the opera’s music is influenced by
Jeanine Tesori’s work in Broadway musicals such
Shrek – The Musical and Thoroughly Modern
Millie. The composer, who also conducted, led
the orchestra through a lively score punctuated by pop song motifs and Broadway bits.
This eclecticism worked well with the opera’s
surreal aspects, but tended to undercut the
integrity of the work as a whole. Pittsinger met
the challenge with a sort of forlorn dignity,
negotiating the music’s twists and turns with
stolid fortitude. Patricia Schuman didn’t fare
quite so well, sometimes losing vocal clarity in
her character’s frenetic blustering.
In 2006, when PBS aired its documentary on
Eugene O’Neill, viewers responded to the
online poll question “Is it cruel to expose family
secrets for the sake of art?” The response was
an overwhelming 94% yes and 5% no. Both of
the operas on the Double Bill address the often
cruel uses of voyeurism, but each finds a different justification for it in the service of art. II
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Brave New
Works

Mainstream chamber and new music
By Amanda Keil
In many ways, new music is enjoying something
of a renaissance in American concert halls.
Composers such as Esa Pekka Salonen and John
Adams have achieved a status their modernist
forebears rarely enjoyed, opera houses such as
Houston Grand and Minnesota frequently commission operas, and bloggingheads regularly
trumpet new music as the entry point to the
classical canon for new audiences.

Imani Winds

It’s not surprising. With so many compositional
styles, there’s something for everyone, from
music in the Copland tradition to grunge bands
with violins. How do performing ensembles
choose from the range of options that abound?
An interesting place to examine this question
is among chamber music groups that are not
expressly committed to new works. How, when,
and what music makes it onto programs happens in different ways, but with one common
thread: good music is always the goal.
Pittsburgh-based Chatham Baroque – whose
name reveals that contemporary music is
far from their standard repertoire – chose to
celebrate its 20th anniversary with a new works
competition for Baroque instruments. The goal
was to encourage a new look at the capacities of
baroque instruments in a contemporary context.
“Baroque music in its day was so cutting edge
and new,” says Executive Director Marc Giosi.
“This was a way to re-examine that history.”
Composers submitted work samples and a
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proposal (they were encouraged to look beyond
Baroque musical styles, and were given the
option of including electronics). Then the three
members of Chatham Baroque consulted with
composers Noel Zahler and Caleb Burhans to
select the three winners. The results are three
very different pieces of music by the young but
accomplished composers Moon Young Ha, Matt
McBane, and Lansing McLoskey. The works
will have their premiere during the group’s
2012-13 season. Plans for another competition
depends in part on future funding, but the goal
is for these three new works to enter Chatham
Baroque’s repertoire and even have a life
beyond the ensemble.

Chatham Baroque

Of the many things for which the Guarnieri
Quartet is renowned, new music is not one of
them. In the group’s 45 year history they did
perform some contemporary music, including
quartets by Lukas Foss and Ned Rorem, both
of which became part of their repertoire. But
Hans Werner Henze’s piano quintet is the only
late 20th century work to make it into their
formidable discography. For the Guarnieri, the
underrepresentation of living composers was
not so much a choice as a result of the existing
repertoire. “There are about five million pieces
out there,” says founding violinist Arnold
Steinhardt, "and about 150 of them are
masterpieces. With so much repertoire for string
quartet, it’s tempting to say what do we need
new repertoire for?” Still, he concedes, this
makes for an “obviously unhealthy situation.”
When the Guarnieri did collaborate with composers, it was “such an exciting process to work with
a live human being,” Steinhardt says, instead of
trying to imagine the musical instincts of a dead
one. The experience opened up their approaches

to standard repertoire. “You get the feeling that
composers are flexible, creative, and openminded” about interpretations of their music.
To Steinhardt, when it comes to concert programming “it’s always nice to have something
new, whether it’s unknown or used to be better
known.” This can mean anything from one of
Mozart’s lesser-played quartets to a new commission, as long as the piece can stand on its
musical merits alone. “I want to please myself
first, then I can please the audience,” Steinhardt
says. “If you present something that is really
great, even if the language is new, the audience
will follow."

Guarneri String Quartet with
Peter Wiley as cellist, 2008
Imani Winds, by contrast, includes two composers
among its members, and regularly commissions
new works and cultivates emerging composers.
The group’s emphasis on newer music not only
comes from the players’ interests, but the repertoire available to the woodwind quintet, most of
which comes from the 20th century. Imani also
strives to bridge European traditions with music
from around the world. As such, the composers/
performers Valerie Coleman and Jeff Scott arrange
music from Latin America and Africa for winds.
Still, most Imani concert programs involve one or
more works from the standard repertoire, ranging
in styles from Nielsen to Ligeti. In addition to their
commissioned works, such as the recent debut
of Mohammed Fairouz’s first woodwind quintet
at Miller Theatre in New York, a quarter of their
repertoire comes from music sent to them from
composers around the world. Imani usually has
two reading sessions each year, playing through
20-30 pieces over two days. The rule is that 100%
of the group has to like a piece; if one person
doesn’t, it’s put aside until next time.

“We know quality when we hear it,” says
Imani oboist Toyin Spellman-Diaz. “People
have come to trust our judgment, and we
have a reputation for fun concerts.” The group
often introduces each piece from the stage,
speaking personally about what interests them
about a piece, and pointing out textures and
melodies to listen for.
Imani doesn’t compromise its standards for different audiences, even when they’re performing
far from urban centers. “We pretty much play the
same music everywhere,” says Spellman-Diaz. In
the group’s experience, audience adventurousness
is often underestimated. “It doesn’t matter what’s
coming out of our instruments if we play it with

For a group so committed to new music, they
might have been surprised to find themselves
in residence at Lincoln Center’s Mostly Mozart
Festival. “I think they wanted some new
voices,” says Program Director and clarinetist
Joshua Rubin, who praised the bold programming choice. At the 2011 summer festival, two
members of the first crop of ICELab composers
premiered pieces inspired by Mozart’s Magic
Flute, including Chimers by Phyllis Chen and
Lenwood & Other Saints Who Roam The Earth,
a flute duet by Steve Lehman.

When it comes to specific styles of music, ICE
is “agnostic,” Rubin says. “One of the things
we’ve prided ourselves on is that ICE doesn’t
really have a house style.” As for programming
old and new music side by side, “I think they’re
all the same,” says Rubin. “All music was new
once.” As Arnold Steinhardt finds work with
living composers a refreshing experience, so do
the musicians of ICE. And when discriminating
musicians find good music to play, audiences
find new works refreshing too. II

International Contemporary Ensemble

conviction, love and communication between
the players,” she says. But does Imani’s interest
in world music sometimes mean less interesting
works are chosen because their composers have
compelling histories? Categorically no, says
Spellman-Diaz. “If it speaks to us we’ll play it.
There’s no difference between contemporary
music and non-contemporary [for Imani].”
When your name is the International
Contemporary Ensemble, you probably spend
a lot of time playing contemporary music.
Now in its tenth full season, ICE has made
waves for its collaborative model and commitment to emerging composers. The group’s
newest source of repertoire is ICELab. Each year
for four years, ICE will take under its wing six
emerging composers who will work in intense
collaboration with as many members of the
modular ICE ensemble needed to bring the
piece to life. The goal is to create 24 eveninglength works written expressly for ICE musicians, while offering a rare chance for composers to collaborate closely with performers.
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Thoughts on Trying to Make
Music That Matters
by Leonard J. Lehrman © 2011
As the world seems to be getting crazier, not to say more depressing/depressed, every day,
with cuts and freezes and the downward spiral of what has come to be called “the 99%”
of us, one recalls the descriptive term made famous by Tom Lehrer as an image that could
well describe the incipient mood of our age: “One begins to feel like... a Christian Scientist
with appendicitis.”
Phrases like that abounded in the lyrics and commentary of the latest edition of
Tomfoolery, based on Lehrer’s words & music, in 4 performances at the York Theatre
in the 3 days before Halloween.
Music Director/Pianist Michael Rice performed “The Old Dope Peddler” solo. All the
other numbers were delivered by the cast which, with 3 men (each with 2 solos) and only
1 woman, and mostly same-gender pairings, lent a distinctly gay aura to many of the
numbers, especially “When You Are Old and Gray” (using the additional words written for
the male partner in 1980) and “I Hold Your Hand in Mine,” probably the most musically
lovely of Lehrer’s creations when sung by a woman, here crooned by 3 men. Stephanie
D’Abruzzo’s rendition of “In Old Mexico” shone with Latina-ish glee, but lacked the downto-earth Jewish sarcasm present in the subtext. Ben Liebert’s solo “My Home Town” could
have benefited from ensemble participation. Likewise Michael McCormick’s “Masochism
Tango.” But the star of the show, and Lehrer’s favorite – to whom he sent regards, having
seen him in an earlier York Theatre production, – was Josh Grisetti; he triumphed in Lehrer’s
rhymed setting of “The Elements” of the periodic table to Arthur Sullivan’s music for the
Modern Major General’s song from Pirates of Penzance, first at a moderate tempo, then
speeded up, with only a few small mispronunciations.
York Theatre has also been the host of many delightul works in progress, including
Seymour Barab’s Gods of Mischief last February 10, 2011. It was a pleasure to make the acquaintance of another of his works, Songs of Perfect Propriety, in 2 volumes, comprising 24
settings of Dorothy Parker poems, recorded by Barbara Cook in the 1950s and published by
Boosey & Hawkes in 1984. Especially appealing are #8, 10-13, 16, 22 & 24.
Barab was present at the Oct. 9, 2011 Klavierhaus recital by Karen Jolicoeur, the highlight of
which was his Lullaby (#11). Jolicoeur was also heard to advantage in a lovely excerpt from
Michael Dellaira’s The Secret Agent opera, also a lullaby, built around the traditional Welsh
“All Through the Night.” Her capable accompanist, Bill Lewis, was a bit self-effacing in the
first half; more of an assertive partner in the second. The program also included works by
Strauss, Granados, Charpentier; Rorem, Copland, Weill, Thomas Carlo Bo and David Wolfson.
Another pleasure brought us by York Theatre was a revival the week before Tomfoolery of
Mira J. Spektor’s and June Siegel’s 1972 The Housewives’ Cantata, with a number of songs
added from Spektor’s short musical, Give Me Time, which I had the pleasure of recording
with Helene Williams and Richard Holmes for Original Cast Records. (Still unreleased,
unfortunately, though Capstone Records did release our versions of “The Adultery Waltz”
and “Take Me Home Tonight"). As in the Lehrer, the York gave this work a decidedly gay
flavor, though this time the cast consisted of 1 man and 3 women, two of whom married
each other in a new plot twist at the end.
Bob Goldstone, who’d worked on the show since its inception 40 years ago, was the
capable arranger and pianist/music director. Singers Kerry Conte, Jennifer Hughes,
Anne Tolpegin, and the impressively wide-ranged Mark Campbell were all delightful.
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Mira J. Spektor was born in Berlin, emigrated to Vienna at age 3 in 1933, thence to
France in 1938, and then the U.S. She had never been back to Berlin until 1985, when
she returned for the European premiere of her Holocaust opera, The Lady of the Castle,
produced by the Juedischer Musiktheaterverein Berlin.
Music relating to the Holocaust has also been a theme of the Motyl Chamber Ensemble,
the core of which is the Motyl String Quartet, which made their debut on Kristallnacht at
Weill Hall, Nov, 9, 2003. Eight years later, to the date, co-sponsored by the Long Island
Composers Alliance, the Puffin Foundation, the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, and
others, they performed music written specifically for them by Joel Mandelbaum, Laurence
Dresner, Herbert Rothgarber, George Cork Maul, Julie Mandel, and this writer at Hebrew
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. A recording of the concert was made and will
be posted on the school’s website. “Motyl” is Czech for “Butterfly,” and refers to the collection of poetry by children at the Czech concentration camp Terezin titled “I Never Saw
Another Butterfly.”

the incipient mood of our age:

“One begins to feel like...

a Christian Scientist
with appendicitis.”
The Holocaust, and especially Terezin, is the focus of Lori Laitman’s Naxos American Classics
CD “Vedem,” commissioned and recorded by the Seattle-based Music of Remembrance in
2010. The title refers to a secret journal published there in 1942-44. The libretto is by David
Mason. Joseph Crnko conducts The Northwest Boychoir, who sing fervently, along with
soloists Ross Hauck, tenor, and Angela Niederloh, mezzo-soprano, who is also the soloist in
the cycle that fills out the album, “Fathers” (2002, rev. 2010), on poems by Anne Ranasinghe
and David Vogel. A piano trio in the cycle is joined by Laura DeLuc, clarinetist, in the oratorio.
A balanced take on political satire, descended in part from the legacy of Jay Ward’s and
Bill Scott’s “Rocky & Bullwinkle,” is Iron Curtain, and perhaps Cole Porter’s Silk Stockings
(based on the Ernst Lubitch film Ninotchka) presented Nov. 5-27, 2011 by Prospect Theater
Company, after a long gestation of workshops, beginning back in 2006. It’s the first of a
promising set of 3 shows the group is doing; the others being the new Myths and Hymns
by Adam Guettel Jan. 28-Feb. 26, 2012 and a revival of Nymph Errant by (appropriately
enough) Cole Porter in July.
The zany story of Iron Curtain takes place in a 1955 cartoonish USSR, only slightly more
insane than the contemporaneous McCarthyist USA, and fantasizes a Soviet musical
“Damnable Yankees,” which, with immigration, becomes the Massapequa Community
Theater’s “Damnable Reds.” Susan DiLallo, Peter Mills, and Stephen Weiner are the coconspirators of book, lyrics & music, respectively, impressively choreographed by Christine
O’Grady, and directed by Cara Reichel. Standouts in the cast of 15 were Shirley Dooley,
Jenn Gambatese, Bobbi Kotula as the German dominatrix director, David Perlman as cheery
lyricist Murray Finkel, and Todd Alan Johnson as the depressed composer, Howard Katz. II
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IN BRIEF
By Andrew Violette
AC. Curtis Smith: Gold Are My Flowers &
A Civil War Song Cycle. [Albany: Troy 1278]
William Bolcom once called this highly lauded
songsmith “one of the best kept secrets in
contemporary music”– perhaps, but only for
those who’ve worn out the grooves of their old
Jack Beeson records.

Lawrence Moss: New Paths. [innova 777]
I’ve listened to this double CD four times and,
other than the William Bergsma tinged sonorities, I can discern no distinctive musical voice.

Duo Jalal: A Different World.
Kathryn Lockwood, viola; Yousif Sheronick,
percussion. [inova 793.]
My Big Fat Middle Eastern Wedding Music.

Christopher Creviston, saxophone.
the snell sessions. [Albany: Troy 1285]
The opening extended passages of David
Heinick’s Mantis (2009) are either thrillingly
visceral or harshly strident – depending on one’s
tolerance for extreme high-range sax/piano. But
these ears longed for a few deep pedal tones
and better equalization.
Mr. Creviston plays William Albright’s Sonata
(1984) with lovely, introspective bent-tone
phrasing – though I prefer Timothy McCallister’s
version on Youtube, which I think is rhythmically
tighter and more colorfully nuanced (particularly
in the mid-register).

|

Sigfrid Karg-Elert, a disciple of Debussy and
Skriabin, is best known for his choral and
organ works. He wrote a five minute Sonata
Appassionata which is here amiably played.
Everyone, even Barbra Streisand, does Faure’s
Vocalise. Mr. Creviston plays his arrangement
with graceful simplicity.
New Music Connoisseur

Erik Donough gives a full-throated account
of Robert Mucynski’s Sonata (1970) (also on
Youtube) but there’s a better version by Tom
Walsh (sax) and Luke Gillespie(piano) which is
joyously jazzy [Intersections – arizonarecordings.com]. Here Creviston gives an interpretation which features warm vibrato and fat,
round subtones.

Odssey: 11 Premieres for Flute and Piano.
[innova 814]
Mimi Stillman, flute, with Charles Abramovic
on the piano, can play minor works by major
composers and major works by minor composers
but can she play a significant piece by a significant
composer (Let’s say Messiaen’s meaty Le Nerle
Noir; Wuorinen’s technical Duo Sonata or the
interpretively complex Martin’s Ballade)? Jury’s out.

Aaron Siegel. Science is Only
a Sometimes Friend. [LKSTP 021]
The piece couldn’t exist without Reich’s
Drumming, and yet the glockenspiel ensemble
(with the composer on organ) casts an unforgettably shimmering veil.
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Dewnis Bedard wrote a charming Fantasie
(1984) which Creviston performs croissant-light.
(Manvel Barseghyan plays a strikingly introspective version on Youtube – though the piano is
unfortunately out of tune.)

Imbrie and Kim: Solos and Duos
[Albany: Troy 1048]
When a composer writes in a technique that was
cutting edge over a century ago and if he wishes
to remain relevant he either has to add something
new to the technique (like Mozart or Beethoven
writing fugues) or he has to be a master of the
out-dated form (like Bach or Palestrina).
Andrew Imbrie comes by his dodecaphony
honestly. Imbrie died in 2007, but he was one
of the few writing atonal music who had something significant to say. (Another is time-point
wiz Charles Wuorinen, whose The Haroun
Songbook [Albany: Troy 664] is a personal
fave). Also on the Imbrie CD is student Hi Kyung
Kim who tows the party line.

Tod Machover: Hyperstring Trilogy
[Oxingale Records 2003]
Begin Again Again…for hypercello solo (1991);
Song of Penance for hyperviola, computer voice
and 17 instruments (1992); Forever and Ever for
hyperviolin and chamber orchestra (1993). Matt
Haimovitz, cello; Kim Kashkashian, viola; Ana
Kavafian, violin; Karol Bennet, soprano.
In each of these works the soloist is connected to
a bunch of computers via a wrist-band sensor, a
radio transmitter on the bow, and a mini antenna
below the bridge. There’s no tape. All the sounds
are picked up live and transformed real-time. The
technology doesn’t get in the way. The forms are

modern versions of the old baroque fantasies,
with licks seemingly improvised (but they’re
not) with alternately dreamy bel canto sections
juxtaposed with etude-technical almost David Del
Tredici length codas: pages of quasi-ostinati cut by
clouds of atmospheric sound-dust.

Tod Machover: Bounce and Chansons d’Amour
[Bridge 9040] Robert Shannon, keyboards.
Bounce (1992) for Diskavier, Electronic Keyboard
and Hypersinstrument Electronics has scintillating
high bell licks. (Shannon has the chops.)
Chansons d”amour (1982) for piano: at 45
minutes it’s got the big chords, extreme mood
swings (which seem like an extended meditation
on Berio’s Piano Sequenza), and variations on a
“spectral chord” not unlike the opening tune-up
of a Charlemagne Palestine concert.
(By the way, a must hear from Mr. Palestine is
From Etudes to Cataclysms [Sub Rosa SR272]
recorded in the Church of S. Apollinare, Italy –
unbelievable acoustics, superb playing. There’s also
Charlemagne at Sonnabend [c@s 2001] with
the most resonant Bösendorfer ever recorded.)

…but not simpler (2005) is a stringent 15
minute work for string quartet. It stylistically
veers toward the Peter Maxwell Davies Naxos
Quartets. But Machover’s writing is more
gesturally nuanced and harmonically colorful
(out of Carter’s Harmony Book) than the greystreaked Davies.
Jeux Deux (2005), for hyperpiano and orchestra,
is 17 minutes of virtuosity which ends in a
fun Shostakovich-inspired romp. The CD title,
of course, refers to Einstein’s famous quote,
“Make things as simple as possible but not
simpler,” which Machover, I think, has achieved.
Sure, Machover is “wired” but, ultimately, who
cares? Do we listen to the Ring because of the
Wagner Tubas or Aida because of the famous
Triumphal Scene trumpets? Mozart introduces a
clarinet. Fine, but it doesn’t “make” the piece.
No, it’s not the technology which impresses.
What impresses are those non-glamorous,
essential and not easily acquired skills which
are rarely discussed in The New York Times but
which Mr. Machover possesses in abundance:
skills such as the ability to create resonant sonorities; a seasoned sense of the the long line
and the long form; a knowing use of economy
of means; and a firm grip on Fux counterpoint.

Graham Gordon Ramsay: The Sacred Voice
[Albany: Troy 1304]
Mr. Ramsay takes considerable care to shape
subtle vocal lines. The a cappella Ave Maria
(2007), is a gem of functional harmony.
The SATB Missa Sancti Stephani (2007) and
Obedience (2007) (soprano, bass, organ) are
more traditionally complex. If You Love Me
has the technical sophistication of a Gibbons
madrigal. Heinrich Christenson conducts.

Tod Machover: …but not simpler…
[Bridge 9346]
Sparkler (2007) sparkles. There’s a wealth of
color-drenched details: virtuosic wind passages
juxtaposed with high string sonorities and
untuned metallic percussion – and that’s just
in the opening of this twelve minute gesturepacked piece. Written for large orchestra, with
a large percussion battery and three keyboard
synthesizers, I’m hearing Beethoven’s Ode to
Joy woven throughout, with hints of Boulez,
Debussy and Adès. Yet Machover’s orchestration
is unmistakably his own.
What follows is a short Interlude “After Bach”
(2006; rev. 2011) which weaves functional harmonies within a dirty-triadic web. Then follows
three short Hyper-Dim-Sums (2004) and another
Interlude (2011) – all warmly played, with deadaccurate intonation and careful bowing, by the
iO String Quartet.

celli, harp, organ gestures hint like Cy Twombly
graffiti. To write such sophisticated simplicity one
needs the skill of a contemporary Virgil Thomson
(likewise Nocturne in White for harps and voices).
Rounding out the CD is a short Requiem for a
Requiem by environmental sound artist Philip
Blackburn: a witty precis of the Moran tracks.

Patricia Morehead: Good News Falls Gently
[NV5854]
Even after repeated listenings I cannot differentiate Ms. Morehead from the thousand others
writing in the same acceptably serviceable style.
The piano writing seems mildly reminiscent of
Stefan Wolpe (minus the indomitable muscularity) and the chamber music mildly reminiscent of
Wuorinen (minus the overarching sense of form,
attention to detail and dry wit). The recording
itself is fair: the pianos are out of tune, the
soprano is unflatteringly miked and the audible
page turns should have been edited out.

Tania Leon: In Motion [Albany: Troy1284]
Tania Leon, whose politically correct multiculturalism makes her unavoidable on the lecture/
committee circuit, writes good dance music. In
Haiku (1973), for narrator and mixed ensemble,
choreography is translated into emphatic
percussive gestures that fit Dance Theatre of
Harlem’s Balanchine-inspired vision of itself
hand to glove. Inura (2009), has voices (caribbean by way of Broadway), smooth strings and
a never-ending beat approaching the complexity
of the old American Dance Machine conga
section. (Disclosure: I played for both ADM and
DTH in my dance class days.)

Barabara White: I Can Now See the Moon
[Albany: Troy1303]
The American Academy of Arts and Letters calls
her music “provocative even when it speaks in
undertones, creating a personal space that is as
unique as it is inviting.” Really? I’ve listened and
listened but I can find nothing that differentiates her personal space from the personal space
of about a thousand other composers. (I’m
willing to concede that my own personal space
may be less than unique.) The work is surely
provocative, but only of student concerts in
overheated music schools.

Paul Chihara: Love Music [Albany: Troy 1290]
Relentlessly congenial McMusic – the first moments are delicious, the rest…I can’t remember.
Robert Moran; Trinity Requiem [innova 244]
Trinity Requiem (2011) was written for the Youth
Chorus at Trinity Choir (Robert Ridgell, conductor) for the tenth anniversary of 9/11. Pachebel’s
canon, Parsifal’s chimes dodge in and out of
Moran’s signature static harmonies. Voices float;

Flickers of Mime/Death of Memes
Alexander Berne & The Abandoned
Orchestra [innova 804]
Here’s a request: when composing please vary
the ostinato. Do not ever think that simply
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pressing the drum-loop button and “letting her
rip” is interesting. Why? Because sound waves
electronically generated simply do not have the
complexity of acoustically generated sound.
The result is boredom. Berne claims he doesn’t
use synthesizers or samples – then why are his
drones so tediously uninflected? Pity, because
he’s got the vision but lacks the technique to
see it through.

The Fogg Project: Ryan Fogg, piano
[Albany: Troy 1288]
Karim Al-Zand’s Pattern Preludes, Books 2
and 3 (2009) are twelve miniatures. Remnants
(2009) by Joseph Dangerfield, another seven
miniatures; likewise Luke Dahn’s Traces (2009).
He’s absorbed Messiaen’s Technique of my
Musical Language yet Tim Sullivan’s Fractures
Spaces (2009) eludes slavish derivation. Bruce
Bennett’s Schematic Nocturne (1997) is ringing
and athletic.
But the real star of the CD is not the composers
but Mr. Fogg. He plays his surprisingly sonorous and warm instrument with a lyric touch
reminiscent of Robert Helps: elegant phrasing
of pure pianistic color and luminous clarity. The
recording is excellently miked and mastered.

Anna Thorvaldsdottir: Rhizoma [innova 610]
She opens with a slow coalescence. Bruckner
did it better. She writes an orchestra of special
effects. Jacob Druckman did it with panache in
the 70s. She writes big, high chords of string
harmonics but without the sophistication of
Ligeti’s Atmospheres or the complexity of
Reimann’s King Lear. She uses extended techniques. We’ve heard them all before in Berio’s
Sequenzas, Crumb’s Black Angels, Gubaidulina’s
String Quartets, and Penderecki’s Threnody.
I can throw in Lachenmann, Stockhausen,
Oliveros and Rouse. I don’t hear a single technique used in an original way or a single new
extended technique – sad, because the array of
techniques is how she shapes her work. II

poul ruders
Poul Ruders Vol 3 [Bridge 9122]
David Starobin, guitar, plays the Paganini Variations (1999-2000) with technical ease, hyperdelicious licks and rapport with the Ruders style. Ruders is partial to both large ensembles (on this
CD Jan Wagner conducts the Odense Symphony) and variation form (Ruders likes the “stroll
through a hall of mirrors”.)
Mette Ejsing sings The City in the Sea (1990), for contralto and orchestra, with a burnished
low register and a nice open-throat vibrato, smooth in all registers. The text is Edgar Allen Poe.
(Another fine setting of that poet is The Bells (1993) with Lucy Shelton, soprano and David
Starobin conducting Speculum Musicae [Bridge 9057].)
Anima (Cello Concerto No. 2) (1993) is performed with a heart-felt long line by Michaela
Fukacova. Here Ruders first uses the technique in which “a long melodic line is gradually
distributed amongst other instruments, the lines gradually getting out-of-phase with each other”
(Stephen Johnson’s notes). For more of the talented Ms. Fukacova I recommend new works
which I found interesting: Martinu: Complete works for Cello and Piano [Kontrapunkt 32084/86]
and Reger: Suites for Cello Solo [Kontrapunkt 32142].

Poul Ruders Edition Vol 4 [Bridge 9143]
Stefan Solyom conducts a concert performance from Copenhagen of Fairytale (1999), a presto
feroce virtuosic handling of woodwinds and percussion reminiscent of Dukas and Sibelius tonepoems. Trained as an organist, Ruders knows how to manipulate color combinations.
Thomas Adès plays Piano Sonata 2 (1982) live from the Aldeburgh Festival. It’s a remarkable
performance. Transparent pianissimo passages are interspersed with strident, Copland-esque
“ringing changes”. (Another look at this bell technique is Wuorinen’s Ringing Changes [Music
and Arts CD-4801] as well as Brian Dewan’s Ringing at the Speed of Prayer [innova 725], which
rings actual bells.)
In De Profundis (1990) two-piano tolling mirrors tom-toms, tam-tams, chinese cymbals and bellplates (among other percussion). Not unlike Messiaen’s Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum
(1964) in effect, color here, instead of being merely decorative, limns the structure.
Sir Andrew Davis conducts the BBC Orchestra in Concerto in Pieces (1994-5) or Purcell Variations
for Orchestra is ten variations on the Ho-Ho-Ho witches’ chorus from Dido and Aeneas. This
homage to both Purcell and Britten’s Young Persons’ Guide to the Orchestra features blues,
hocket, intense pizzicato and a virtuoso orchestra.

Poul Ruders Vol 5 [Bridge 9237]
Justin Brown conducts the Alabama Symphony in Light Overture (A Symphonic Entertainment)
(2006). Ruders entertains us with a prelude and fugue.
Cembal d’Amore (First Book) (1985-6), the title from master harpsichord builder Silbermann’s
old clavecin d’amour, is a baroque suite and homage to Scarlatti, Bach and Handel, played with
a sensitive ear for balance by pianist Stephen Gosling and harpsichordist Steven Beck. I love the
sexy cross accents in the Corrente.
The Odense Symphony Orchestra (Paul Mann, conductor) plays The Second Nightshade (A
Symphonic Nocturne) (1991). In David Starobin’s program notes to this Edgar Allen Poe-like tone
poem the winds and brass “groan,“ string glissandi “scream” and there are “violent drum detonations which drive the orchestra to an increasingly mad frenzy.” I find it all rather jolly. (It’s akin
to David del Tredici’s deliciously campy Dracula with Hila Plitmann’s coloratura and the composer
conducting a color-rich ensemble [innova 669].) II
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Music for Silenced Voices:
Shostakovich and His Fifteen
Quartets by Wendy Lesser
(Yale University Press)
By Mark Zuckerman
Start the idea of great Twentieth Century Russian composers and three names likely spring to
mind: Igor Stravinsky, Sergei Prokofiev, and Dmitri Shostakovich. Of the three, only Shostakovich
spent his entire creative life in the Soviet Union. He came of age just as Joseph Stalin came to
power in 1924 and navigated Stalin’s 30-year reign, surviving him by almost a quarter century. He
is probably best known internationally for his large works – 15 symphonies, 6 concerti, and two
operas – and in Russia for these, numerous film scores, and incidental music. Not as well-known
are his chamber works, including 15 string quartets.
While a career as a composer is rarely a bed of roses, pursuing one in Stalinist Russia was
particularly thorny, especially for someone with Shostakovich’s gifts. Today’s composers might
gripe about their inability to attract sufficient attention or about getting an unflattering notice.
However, none risk scrutiny by a despot whose bad review could have dire effect, not just on
their careers but on their lives – and a ruthless paranoid like Stalin proved he had no compunction
about banishment, imprisonment, torture, or even murder for people who displeased him.
Shostakovich learned early on that his high-profile pieces would attract the attention and criticism
of the regime, so he fit his symphonies with narratives that resonated with Soviet objectives and
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became circumspect in his utterances, public and private. His chamber
music had a more specialized audience and attracted much less attention
from the authorities, so perhaps in these pieces Shostakovich felt he
could let his hair down and be self-revealing.
At least that’s the premise behind Music for Silenced Voices: Shostakovich
and His Fifteen Quartets by Wendy Lesser, published by Yale University
Press. The idea of interpreting a segment of Shostakovich’s body of work
as autobiography provides an intriguing framework for a penetrating
biography. The book’s structure mimics Quartet No. 15, Shostakovich’s
final quartet; the chapter titles (Elegy, Serenade, Intermezzo, Nocturne,
Funeral March, Epilogue) are from the quartet’s movements.
Lesser discusses each of the quartets chronologically but organizes the
biography thematically by what she presents as the composer’s personal
subject matter for each quartet. Some of the evidence is concrete, such
as the extended silence by the second violin opening No. 12 as a tribute
to the recently deceased second violinist of the Beethoven Quartet
(the group for which Shostakovich wrote almost all of his quartets).
Interpretations of other quartets are more speculative. But even if it
were simply a conceit, and the purported evidence entirely discounted,
the organizing principle proves effective in illuminating a fascinating life.
The reason is Lesser’s obvious love for and involvement with the music,
which spurred considerable research and motivated her immersion in
Shostakovich’s private and public life. She writes in a warm, engaging
way, effortlessly managing a breadth of events, vignettes, and observations that shed light on a wide assortment of facets belonging to a
complex personality, including, but not limited to,
the facts of his life and his musical interactions.
For example, she encourages us to compare the
career of Shostakovich, who toiled as a servant
of the Soviet state and adopted (or was forced
to adopt) attitudes of great subtlety, with that of
Alisa Rosenbaum, a contemporary from the same
home town (St. Petersburg) who left Russia for
America to become Ayn Rand, a chief exponent
of libertarian absolutism. She describes the
poignant friendship between Shostakovich and
Benjamin Britten, two composers who were quite
literally worlds apart but who had great admiration for each other’s work. And she describes
delicately, but frankly, the combination of passion
and practicality in Shostakovich’s love life. Her
subject emerges as multi-layered, befitting a
creative personality whose life circumstances resist
superficial analysis.

I have sometimes borrowed from the languages of literary and art
criticism, both of which have a stronger tradition of impressionistic
response than one usually finds in academic music criticism. I have
tried to remain faithful to the specific demands of music… Still, my approach … is essentially that of a writer, and this entails certain pitfalls…
The line between correct interpretations and incorrect ones is bound to
be fuzzy and inconstant… But there are wrong interpretations, wrong
assumptions, wrong pathways in approaching an artwork…
Readers of New Music Connoisseur undoubtedly would appreciate that
there are musically rigorous forms of music criticism where the language
ventures into the realm of “impressionistic response.” Presumably, there
are “academic” forms of literary and art criticism (that may be just as dry
as “academic music criticism”) but these aren’t the ones whose languages
Lesser is appropriating – so it’s hard not to read this as an evasion, at least
in part. But perhaps we can appreciate Lesser’s precarious position and,
in view of her close listening and her courage in venturing into this territory,
allow her the leeway to communicate what she hears in her own way.
Ultimately, though, however valiant the attempt, the result is disappointing. Portraying each of the 15 quartets as if it were essentially a work
of drama ignores a wealth of information – some of it essential, even
as an introduction to the uninitiated – and wears thin after the first few
quartets. The lack of musical sensibilities hides even the most basic formal
aspects of these pieces – ones that could be described without resorting
to technical vocabulary – an irony, considering Shostakovich was known
(and criticized by the Stalinist commissariat) for being a formalist. There

Worthy as this biography is on its own, the
book also delves into the music. In addition to a
valuable discography as an appendix, there are
descriptions of each quartet interspersed with
the biographical material. Lesser is a skillful writer
with an impressive body of literary work but no
formal musical background, making her attempt
to explain the musical essence of each of the 15
Shostakovich quartets ambitious, if not audacious.
She is up front about her approach, setting the
bar pretty high nevertheless:

Fall/Winter 2011

|

25

book reviews
are some observations that betray limitations in aural acuity. And there
are flights of fancy into the opaque, as in this comparison from the
description of Quartet No. 5: “The repetitions are both obsessive and
probing, not reassuring as they are in Bach…”
Given the reward a reader gets from the biographical sections, it’s
extremely tempting to allow Lesser the privilege to include what amounts
to a personal diary. However, she occasionally undermines her credibility
by violating her own criteria, as with this passage excerpted from a multipage comparison of Shostakovich to Schoenberg:
Whereas Arnold Schoenberg invented his arithmetical serialist
technique to break the hold of Romanticism on music, Shostakovich
is using a variant of the technique to do something very different…
Perhaps he even believed that twelve-tone serialism, as strictly practiced
by Schoenberg and his most obedient acolytes, could hamper the
composer’s creative role. What Shostakovich was doing in the Quartet
No. 12 was not to capitulate to serialism’s rigid rules, but to adopt
certain aspects of the twelve-tone approach as an enhancement to his
available palette.
This is by far the longest comparison with another composer in the book
(most are throwaways, like the Bach comparison quoted above) and the
only one so hostile. It’s also, quite simply, wrong – at least about twelvetone music, Schoenberg, and his “acolytes” – and betrays an ignorance
of both the aesthetic and the music of these composers. This parroting of
received wisdom (in this case, not so wise) is incompatible with a work of
serious scholarship.
Lesser wants to portray Schoenberg as the real totalitarian composer
while promoting Shostakovich as the embodiment of personal expression.
In reality, Schoenberg was the one who held fast to his artistic convictions, come what may; he was (to pursue Lesser’s earlier comparison
between contemporaries Shostakovich and Ayn Rand) Howard Roark (of
Rand’s The Fountainhead) to Shostakovich’s Gail Wynand, who knuckled
under to the Ellsworth Tooheys of the commissariat.
The further Lesser gets from Shostakovich’s life, the shakier her ground. In
the Epilogue, where she attempts to discern the appeal of Shostakovich’s
quartets and why Shostakovich wrote the way he did, she wanders underinformed into the terrain of Euro-American musical history of the 1950’s:
Shostakovich was in many ways less isolated than his Western counterparts. For whereas he was patently eager to communicate with
his audience … many mid-century European and American composers were at best uninterested in and at worst virulently disdainful
of the people who came to listen to classical music. In 1958, …
Milton Babbitt published a piece in High Fidelity [“Who Cares if You
Listen?”] that became a kind of credo for the rest of his profession…
This kind of breathtaking but far from atypical narcissism did not, I
think, end up being very helpful to either American composers or
their potential audiences.
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First Schoenberg and now, not surprisingly, Babbitt, pilloried here yet
again for his High Fidelity article with the sensationalized title that
most critics never get past. Lesser actually quotes from the article itself,
although she proves no different from other critics by missing the import
of what Babbitt says. By now, with the passage of more than half a
century, we might expect a more dispassionate reading of this article that
appreciates Babbitt’s actual message – which is, essentially, three things,
none of them so unreasonable:
First, that composers ought to be provided with environments where they
can develop their art free from commercial and social pressures – in other
words, to enjoy the kind of support and access to resources the Soviet
system provided Shostakovich (whatever the related perils), to pursue the
kind of internal artistic direction Lesser believes Shostakovich followed
in writing his quartets. The success of composers making their living as
faculty in institutions of higher learning has gone a long way toward
realizing this objective.
Second, that composers writing highly specialized music would attract
niche audiences of highly specialized listeners, more like the specialized
audience for Shostakovich’s string quartets (albeit somewhat smaller, perhaps) than the mass audience for his symphonies. Babbitt was shrewd in
choosing his audience for this proposal: readers of a fledgling magazine
for audiophiles. Audiophiles were a brand new, specialized group who
cared about the enhanced listening made possible by recent advances in
audio technology (e.g., the development of commercial stereo recordings,
which was just months old when Babbitt’s article appeared) and who
wanted to turn their living rooms into listening spaces superior to the
concert hall. What better source for potential recruits? Given the current
ubiquity of individual listening devices with personalized playlists, and
today’s proliferation of niche musical markets, we should credit Babbitt
with prescience.
Babbitt’s third point was that he considered musical dilettantes useless, at best, or at worst, actively harmful. In his view, they perpetuate
romantic yet unrealistic myths about the world of music and engage in
uninformed, imprecise chatter that is accepted as meaningful musical
discussion. It’s understandable that Lesser might take umbrage at this.
However, in a way, her simplistic assessment of the complex musical culture of the 1950’s proves Babbitt’s point. At the very least, after arguing
quite eloquently that Shostakovich was the victim of unfair criticism – and
backing it up with careful, thorough investigation and perceptive analysis
– she would do better to respect that the same treatment might be due
the topic she dismisses with such casual disdain. Ditto for her editors at
Yale University Press.
Despite these flaws (and doubtless there are those who consider them
not all that serious), Music for Silenced Voices is a worthwhile book,
written by a music lover mostly for other music lovers. Those readers who
come to it unaware of the Shostakovich quartets likely will want to get to
know them and will be grateful for the introduction. II
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