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Composers o

Build to Suit

By ANTHONY TOMMASINI

HE tradition of composing vocal works
for specific singers goes back a long
way. Schubert composed dozens of
songs for his Viennese tenor chum

month, the project culminated in a concert last
Sunday before a full house at Weill Recital Hall.
Four substantial vocal works were given their
premieres by the singers for whom they were
written and a resourceful ensemble of instru-

lists, who had also been involved with the

Johann Michael Vogl. B Brit-
ten wrote the leading tenor roles in most of his
operas with the light, reedy voice of his longtime
partner, Peter Pears, in mind. In pop music, you
can point to the symbiotic relationship between
Burt Bacharach and Dionne Warwick.

The soprano Dawn Upshaw has been muse
to many composers, including John Harbison.
Their partnership reached a high point in 1999,
when Mr. Harbison tailored the role of Daisy Bu-
chanan in his opera “The Great Gatsby” to Ms.
Upshaw's creamy lyric voice, intelligent musi-
cianship and vulnerable stage presence.

So when Ms. Upshaw began her Perspec-
tives series at Carnegie Hall last season, the di-
rectors of the Weill Music Institute, Carnegie's
educational arm, persuaded her to pass on her
experience by presenting a professional training
workshop for young singers and composers, This
would be a rare chance for singers to play a real
role in the creation of new works. Needing a
composer to help run the workshop, Ms. Upshaw
made the ohvious choice, Mr. Harbison.

Early this year, in preparation for the work-
shop, Ms. Upshaw and Mr. Harbison spent three
days reading scores and listening to tapes from
dozens of composers and singers who wanted to
take part. They selected four composers (Lisa
Bielawa, Gabriela Lena Frank, James Matheson
and Keeril Makan) and paired them with four
singers they didn't know (Natalie Janssen, Rob-
ert Gardner, Leena Chopra and Laurie Rubin).

After several days of intensive workshops in
a Carnegie Hall rehearsal room last May (with
lunch provided, so participants didn’t even have
to leave the building) and several more days this

workshop from the start.

The concert was the most tangible sign of
the workshop's success, But the larger goal was
to make the sessions a safe forum in which com-
posers and singers could face up to nettlesome
questions seldom addressed in the workaday
world: What type of text is appropriate for a mu-
sical setting? Must words always be set in a way
that makes them clear when sung, or does the
overall impact of the music sometimes take pre-
cedence? 1s there a proper way to compose for
the voice, or are voices simply too different to al-
low for general rules?

As it turned out, even this extensive work-
shop did not offer enough time for the composers
to rethink their approaches significantly. And as
Mr. Harbison explained recently during a brealk,
in selecting composers well into their careers
(all are in their early-to-mid-30's), he and Ms.
Upshaw felt that it would be i inapprop rlam 1o ex-
pect the partici to

Still, during the sessions [ attended la:'l May
and this month, the big questions were at least
aired. The composers took the challenges seri-
ously and adjusted their works, sometimes
slightly, sometimes significantly.

Before the participants met, last spring, the
composers were given recordings of their as-
signed singers, v»hlch affected their thinking,
they all said, even about what texts to set, a
choice left to them. As instructed, the composers
arrived with works in progress.

James Matheson, a tall, cheerful lIowan, se-
lected several grim and provecatively obscure
texts by the poet Alan Dugan. The poems prod-
ded long discussions among all the workshop

Creators of contemporary vocal music learn to model
their works on the real voices that will perform them.

participants about the difficulty of setting texts
with unclear The consensu d
to be that even hermetic texts can be set effec-
tively, as long as the poetic images are vivid.

When he arrived at the workshop, Mr. Math-
eson had composed only the third of seven songs
for a work he calls “Songs of Desire, Love and
Loss,” scored for soprano and six instrumental-
ists, including a pianist and a percussionist. The
text of that song, “Summer Gale,” begins:

This is my last
message for a while:
all dates are off.

The wind is high,
time is nearly up,
everything is blowing
monarchs to pieces,
5o bye bye butterflies.

The music starts with quietly scurrying,
mysterious, downward-spiraling streams of fast
notes on flute, clarinet and violin. A slow, omi-
nous melody on cello and piano emerges, then
the soprano enters, singing a long, intense vocal
line, broken up with restlessly darting melodic
turns that ideally suited Ms. Chopra's dark-hued
soprano voice,

Even at the first tryout, Ms. Chopra sang af-
fectingly, and the players responded to the idi-
omatically conceived instrumental parts. But as
Mr. Harbison pointed out, in the song’s climactic
moments the vocal line was covered by the bus-
tling instruments.

The participants were reluctant to suggest
major changes to music that already had such
impact. But smaller alterations were proposed.
The song ended, for example, with the singer and
players landing together on a pungent, fortissi-
mo sustained chord; when Ms. Chopra simply
delayed her last high note by one beat, her voice
sailed over the instruments and the word “time"
was audible. And Mr. Matheson also agreed that
the delay made the moment more dramatic.

Ting-L} Wang/ The Now York Thmes
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Identifying
the :

Mysterious X

They played some loud music,
and then they played some soft music.

The La Jolla Music Society (as we must now
call it) ended its season with a Sunday af-
ternoon performance by Antares, a quartet
composed of violin (Vesselin Gellev), cello (Re-
becca Patterson), piano (Eric Huebner), and
clarinet (Garrick Zoeter). The
group was formed in 1996 in New
Haven, Connecticut, under the
name “Elm Street Ensemble.”

olinist did opine that the workwas looking
toward the past and the future, whatever that
meant). And the Mysterious X is the name one
might give to the composer of the substantial
encore, which Antares played without a hint
as to what it was or who wrote 1t.

JONATHAN SAVILLE

Why and when they changed the

* name, and what significance they attribute to
“Antares,” the program notes did not tell us.
Antares is a first-magnitude star in the constel-
lation Scorpio. Does the name mean that the
musicians consider themselves stars? (I would
agree.) Or scorpions? (Who knows?).

In fact, the program notes told us very little
of what we might want to know. The program be-
gan with Ravel’s Piano Trio (the clarinetist sat it
out), a work everyone is familiar with; and for
this, the printed program provided two full
columns of notes (actually, quite interesting
ones). The rest of the afternoon was devoted to
living composers, of whom — it’s to be sup-
posed — virtually no one in the audience had
ever heard before: Nicolas Bacri, James Mathe-
son, Volker David Kirchner, David Schiff, and
the Mysterious X.

About these, the program notes ranged from
skimpy to nonexistent. James Matheson was de-
clared to be “one of the most striking voices
among composers of his generation,” but which
generation that might be was something you had
to guess (no birth dates were provided for any of
the composers). The tiny Matheson note said
nothing at all about the piece Antares performed,
Buzz. (The clarinetist introduced it from the stage
with two sentences. He quoted from the com-
poser — “Buzz, because it does” — and added the
insight that the piece was “like The Flight of the
Bumblebee on steroids.”) The note on Kirchner
said nothing about the composer, but at least
quoted three paragraphs of his own comments on
his work, Exil. The note on David Schiff’s Diver-
timento from Gimpel the Fool was cursory, but it
touched on the fundamental topics: where the
composer studied, what his opera Gimpel the Fool
is about, and — very briefly — how the Diverti-
mento is related to it. Im Volkston by Nicolas
Bacri had no program note at all (though the vi-

I'm griping about this for two reasons. The
first is that when an audience is being introduced
to unfamiliar pieces, by unknown composers,
and in a contemporary style they may not have
previously encountered, they deserve a little
friendly help. The second is that, since a re-
spectable review cannot simply say, “They played
some loud music, and then they played some soft
music,” I myself have had to work inordinately
hard to acquire the information the program
booklet should have supplied. (Although, as
things turned out, that work was not without its
benefits.)

But first a few words about the musicians.
They were altogether terrific, singly and as a
group. Their command of their instruments was
awesome, and their playing was filled to over-
flowing with youthful vibrance. Their zest was
irresistible. On the other hand, in the one work
about which I dare make comparative judgments,
the Ravel Trio, the fast movements (the secongd
and fourth) came across more convincingly than
the slow or moderately paced movements (the
first and the third), which I found too fast and
with insufficient rubato, to the detriment of their
poetry.

For the other pieces, I had to accept Antares’
interpretations, having nothing to compare their
performances with. Judging simply by my own
immediate reaction to music I didn’t know, I
would say that the Antares performances were
exciting, expressive, nuanced, and captivating.
They made a powerfully persuasive case for each
of the contemporary compositions. It was not
their fault that everything other than the Ravel
tended, on first hearing, to sound very much
the same, so that one had to make an effort to
discern the individual voices of the various
composers.

Part of this impression had to do with the
instrumentation, which for four of the
contemporary pieces was identical (the Bacri
work dispensed with the piano, but the
others em-ployed all the members of the
ensemnble). The universally present
clarinet was scarcely ever in the
warm, vocal mode of — for exam-
ple — Mozart’s “Kegelstatt” Trio, or
the mode of pure, cool, impersonal
energy called for by the single major
work scored for these four instru-
ments, Messiaen’s Quartet for the End
of Time. Here was a clarinet with a new
voice. At times it had the quality of a
jazz clarinet; at times it called to mind the
lamenting slides and agitated squealing of
the clarinet in a Klezmer band. Moreover,
in all the works there were extended rapid
passages suggestive of frenzied dancing. It
would not have been surprising to learn that all
the composers came from the same music school,
and were contemporaries and buddies.

Actually, that is far from being
true: further reflection, and the in-
vestigations I was driven to by the
deficient program notes, revealed
that each of the composers pos-
sesses a distinct musical
personality. Nicolas Bacri is a
prolific (6 symphonies, 4 string
quartets, 15 concertos) French
composer, born in Parisin 1961,
formerly an atonal serialist but
no longer. His Im Volkston, com-
posed in 1994, is a lighthearted,
ironic, sweet-and-sour, and
quintessentially French treatment
of several traditional musical
forms (waltz, march, toccata, cra-
dle-song, tarantella). Its language
is reminiscent of Darius Milhaud
(on steroids, if you will), and thére are in-
escapable reminders of Stravinsky’s L’Histoire du
soldat as well, particularly in the clarinet part.
David Schiff was born in the Bronx in 1945, and
much of his music deals with Jewish subjects in
an Eastern European idiom, although a work
such as his terrific Scenes from Adolescence ex-
ploits the idioms of bop, jazz, and rock, Volker
David Kirchner, a German, is the oldest of these
composers, born in Mainz in 1942 (five years af-
ter the death of Ravel, it may be noted, and in a

very different world). He writes in a late-Ro-

continues
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mantic style much stretched at
the seams by post-Mahlerian
Expressionism and by the
Bartok quartets; his works —
notably his operas, but also the
purely instrumental Exil — are
often about “alienation, vio-
lence, the decline of values, the
abuse of power, and death”
(Grove’s Dictionary).

There were two young
Americans on the program,
and this sample of their music
gave an encouraging insight
into what American composers
“of their generation” are do-
ing. The music of James
Matheson, born in 1970 and
living in New York, is happily
free of the heavy academic or-
thodoxy that stifled serious
music during the long decades
when Webernian serialism was
the key to respectability (al-
though not, of course, to
popularity). For Matheson,
tonality is always a possibility;
but it is a matter of feeling, not
of architecture, and it can be
used or not used, depending on
the momentary expressive
needs of the music. Dissonance
is not dictated by any abstract
principle, but is employed for
emotional expression, as is —
with equal freedom — conso-
nance. Form is guided by
intuition, not by any externally
imposed system; nevertheless,
the composer’s focus on a cen-
tral motivic or textural idea,
imaginatively yet lucidly var-
ied, insures that the listener can
sense the work’s unity. Math-
eson loves the play of
instrumental timbres, but they
are always in the service of a
human reality that the music is
giving voice to.

Thus, in the six-and a half
minutes of Buzz, the obsessive
flutterings and scurryings
over brooding, slow-moving

harmonies evoked in a phan-

tasmagoric way the immediate
energies and underlying sad-
ness of life, the “buzz” of
activity struggling to overcome
the inexorable laws of exis-
tence, but unable to silence
them. (Both the idea and the
form the composer gives it may
show the influence of Ives’s
The Unanswered Question.)

The same kinds of serious
concerns, and the same inven-
tiveness in finding musical
means to embody them, dom-
inate other Matheson works.
His stunning River, River,
River, commissioned by the
Chicago Symphony, magically
communicates the essence of
an exquisite little symbolist
poem by T.S. Eliot about a Vir-
ginia river on a hot summer
day, the scarcely perceptible
movement of the water sug-
gesting the flow of time
suspended in a moment of
timeless consciousness. The pi-
ano trio Falling is a set of
variations on a descending se-
quence, with once again a
variously agitated and somber
emotional atmosphere: the
fevered assertiveness of activ-
ity (including the scurrying
gestures that permeate Buzz)
pitted against inevitable decline
and degeneration.

The hypnotic power of this
music arises from a moment-

to-moment drama that fasci-
nates the mind and creates its
own unpredictable structure.
This is what one experiences in
Matheson’s incredibly beauti-
ful Gliss, an orchestral work,
with its gradual evolution of
basic melodic shapes within
gorgeous clouds of shifting
timbres; in Sleep, a concerto for
violin and chamber orchestra,
with its rich harmonies and
textures and its profound ex-
pressiveness; and in Spin, a
compact string quartet in
which texture and gesture are
the generative elements, but
where there is still a pervasive
sense of singing melody and
evocative harmony. These
works, and others, are available
for listening — along with the
composer’s extensive and elo-
quent program notes — on
Matheson’s website (www.bo-
famusic.com). 1 urge you to
take advantage of it, if you want
to become acquainted with a
truly impressive contemporary
composer.

As for the unannounced
author of the encore, he is John
Mackey (not the same as
Steven Mackey, whose works

were played at SummerFest in
2001), a New York composer
who studied with John
Corigliano and Donald Erb.
From his picture and his man-
ner, I would guess Mackey to
be about the same age as Math-
eson. His works have a sassy,
freewheeling attitude toward
composition, and an irrepress-
ibly playful imagination, that
find exhilarating. Rhythmic
drive, of a very American (and
very urban) sort, is central to
the exuberant spirit of this mu-
sic. Piquant clashes of color
contribute to the sense of flam-
boyant vitality (it’s no wonder
that Mackey enjoys the clarinet
so much). In a sense, anything
goes, in any direction, at any
length, with any kind of
sounds, jumping from mood
to mood, like the life of an un-
inhibited, jazzed-up young
man in the Big Apple: it’s mu-
sic that Frank O’Hara would
have loved. And of course
nothing could be further from
the self-conscious radicalism of
that Vatican of the European
avant-garde, Darmstadt.

He is a kick, this com-
poser — as one could readily
hear in the zany Mackey piece
played by Antares. Dedicated
three years ago to the Antares
clarinetist, Garrick Zoeter, it’s
called Breakdown Tango, or, al-
ternatively, Dementia, or,
alternatively alternatively,
Family Portrait. The titles tell a
lot about what the music
sounds like. Two wildly ener-
getic sections form the
beginning and end, and
strangely surfacing between
them is a sleazy tango, some-
what in the Piazzolla vein
(Piazzolla on steroids). There
is also a virtuosic violin ca-
denza quoting from the
Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto
and Scheherazade.

Why? Don’t ask. The only
thing that could have intensi-
fied the sensation of inspired
whimsy would have been to see
the modern dance this piece of

music was designed to accom-
pany (a great deal of Mackey’s
music has been written for
dance companies — in this
case, choreographer David
Parsons’ New York-based Par-
sons Dance Company). The
composer remarks, “The
choreography is really, really
odd.” I'm sure he means this
as a compliment. (Mackey, too,
has-a website from which you
can download several of his
works: www.ostimusic.com.)
Kirchner’s Exil is a very dif-
ferent kettle of pharmaceuticals.

Steroids are definitely not an
issue in this dark exploration
of “inward and outward emi-
gration,” “withdrawal into
oneself,” and “life in isola-
tion.” Prozac or lithium would
be more in order. But de-
pressing (Kirchner’s own
word) as the music is, it
makes — like all Kirchner’s
works I have managed to lis-
ten to — a devastatingly
powerful statement, which
seems to rise less from the
composer’s own anguished
soul than from the relentless
mutilation of the human spirit
on that slaughterbench of his-
tory, the 20th Century. In Exil’s
second movement, the clar-
inet — played with profound
expressiveness in this perfor-
mance — takes on the role of

Miles Davis’s trumpet, in an
imitation of one of those slow,
desolate reveries that Davis’s
playing sometimes evoked in
the ’50s (before he immersed
his imagination in bitches’
brews and the like). Without
contradiction (since for Kirch-
ner the Jews of the Diaspora
and blacks in America areina
similar state of exile), the clar-
inet also makes references to
the cantillation of the syna-
gogue, with the lamenting
motif of the falling minor third
identical with what we were to
hear in the poignant “Jester’s
Song” of Schiff's Gimpel the
Fool Divertimento, and played
by the same instrument.
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Sound structures

Composers pay homage to art and archztecture as part of ASO festival

By JOSEPH DALTON
Special to the Times Union

For its most important events of
the season, the Albany Symphony
Orchestra is focusing on its strong

suit: American music.

across the month of March, the
ASO'’s American Music Festival
features five concert events and
four world premieres, in programs
thal:runfm[:ntheuaditiomlwthe
avant-garde.

The festival kicked off in grand
style last weekend, with a sold-out
family concert at the Palace The-
atre. Upcoming concerts at the
Troy Savings Bank Music Hall
include the American premiere ofa
new work by composer-in-resi
dence Michael Torke (on Fnday,

16); and an evening of cutting-edge
works with the symphony’s new-
music group, the Dogs of Desire
(Saturday, March 29).

This week’s event is Saturday’s
Capital Heritage Commissions, a
unique offering that matches new
music with great art and architec-
ture. It's a follow-up to the ac-
claimed Tiffany Concerts, which
for the past two years have present-
ed new musical works composed in
homage to some of the great
Tiffany windows throughout the
Capital Region. Andiences got to
hear the works performed in the
presence of the windows by mem-
bers of the ASO.

The concerts will be held at
three locations near the Capital
and in Albany’s Center Square
neighborhood. Audiences may at-
tend any one of the events or all
three with an optional dinner
afterward at the University-Club.
(See box for ticket information.)

“We were thinking about what
to do this year,” says ASO Music
Director David Alan Miller. “Be-
cause there’s only a fixed mumber
‘of major Tiffany windows in the
region — most of which we've
covered.”

“There’s so much heritage and
cultural history, and so much in-
credible architecture that we de-

cided it would be good to do a year
of significant historical struc-

tures.”

After selecting the three locales

m consultation with historian

Warren Roberts, Miller picked

three composers to write the
works. he’s no stranger to
working with composers on com-
missioned works, Miller was in for
a surprise when each composer
delivered a weighty score — per-
haps as a result of the substantial
beauty and history of the three
sites.

The composers each turned ina
iece that’s ru.?h[y 15 minutes

ng and scored for an ensemble of

about 16 players. “Tm a little
overwhelmed,” Miller says.

Andlenccswﬂlbcabkmmeet

the com| at each site, and
each rm\cewi]lbepmcedﬂd

ief talk on its history. They

ares

M James Matheson’s “Colon-
nade,” to be performed at noon
in the Chancellor’s Hall of the
State Education Building at 89
Washington Ave. Prior to writing
his Capital Heritage Commission
piece, the 32-year-old Matheson
visited Albany and toured the
grand State Education Building,

located across from the Capitol. I

The building was dedicated in
1912 and features the longest series
of columns in the United States.

“The most important aspects of
the building for me,” the composer
explains, “are of course the colon-
nade, which lines the front of the
building, the rotunda — which is
covered with murals — and an
amazing room off the rotunda ...
that has Guastavino vaulted ceil-
ings.”

Processing these influences,
Matheson composed a work in an
arched (or A-B-A) form. “The
facade was sort of the basic struc-
tural idea for the first and third
sections,” he says. “The middle
section is sort of big and open and
airy, and the lines are arched. So

this sort of, reflects the vaulted
ceilings inside, reflective of this
big, open music with arch-like
lines.”

Matheson wouldn’t be finding
the success he’s already at
sucha youngage ifhis musical i
were obvious or ummagmmve —
so don’t expect the columns to be
depicted with heavy pounding
chords in regular suceession.

“The column idea is more var-
ied; it’s a sort of a rising figure,” he
explains. ‘It’s treated in 2 more
complex way than repeated notes,
If you don’t know that it’s about a
oomlmth it might never be sug-
gested to you.”

COMPOSER JAMES
MATHESON, left, wrote
“Colonnade’" with the State
Education Building in mind.
Above, the columns of the
building provided inspiration for
the structure of the piece — an
arched A-B-A form.





