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NEW YORK--During the postwar years, the “New York School” of composers--Christian Wolff, John Cage,
Morton Feldman, and Earle Brown--helped to refine the aesthetic of American experimental music. Although
calling the group a “school” has stuck as a moniker, it suggests a lockstep organization of rules and ideas that this
ad hoc family of free thinkers decidedly was not. Assembling in downtown New York and associating with
abstract expressionist visual artists such as Rothko, Ernst, Calder, and Rauschenberg, as well as with performer
David Tudor and choreographer Merce Cunningham, this quartet of creators did groundbreaking work that yet
remains influential both on the discourse about and perception of new music.

Eventually Wolff moved on to a teaching position in classics at Dartmouth — strangely, it was only much later that
he was also affiliated with that institution’s music department. Having turned 80 on March 8, he is the last surviving
member of the august “School,” and has remained active in the downtown scene, as both composer and
performer.

On March 27 at Bohemian National Hall, New York’s S.E.M. Ensemble and the Czech Republic’s Ostravska
banda came together to celebrate Wolff’s birthday before a near capacity crowd of well-wishers.

Both groups are directed by conductor, flutist, and composer Peter Kotik, who, since immigrating to the United
States from Prague, has been one of the most fervent advocates and interpreters of the New York School,
programming its composers’ works both in New York and at the Ostrava Days summer festival he curates in the
Czech Republic. Typically, his concerts are generously programmed and the March 27 event was no exception,
clocking in at about 100 minutes, with no intermission. Only two works were Wolff’s, which seems strange given
that he was the one being honored and that the concert was titled “Christian Wolff @ 80.” All of the pieces, apart
from one by Wolff, were American premieres.

Berhard Lang’s Mondadologie XVII (2011) takes as its inspiration a “kernel” of a piece by Kotik and “remixes” it,
not using a DJ’s equipment, but by different instrumental deployments. Thus, each section of the ensemble gets a
chance to be spotlighted in one of the piece’s variations. Like several other works programmed, it begins sparely
and then gradually presents more material in a long crescendo. Particularly attractive is the use of various
keyboard timbres on a synthesizer, including a Hammond organ patch, played by Joseph Kubera.

Kotik’s Nine + 1 (2013) was originally conceived as a nonet, but Kotik decided partway through that it needed an
additional part: hence the piece’s title. The program note didn’t tell us which instrument was the addition—I suspect
_it might be the drum kit, as the percussionist’'s brusque interjections occasionally overshadow the winds and
strings. Dripping pulsations, punctuated by pizzicatos and the aforementioned rim shots, a loquacious piano solo,
and stern interjections from brass and winds give the overall impression of a piece somewhat diffuse in form but
with many noteworthy moments.

As a student, composer and saxophonist Alex Mincek attended the Ostravska Days Festival. His Subito No. 2
(2013) begins anything but subito, with clouds of Feldman-esque harmonies and a restricted pitch palette slowly
unfurling over anchoring octaves. The title starts to make sense as entrances begin to pile up in a richly textured
and rapidly shifting surface. An attractive piece that makes excellent use both of extended techniques, such as
multiphonics and percussive effects, and conventional instrumental playing, it is my favorite of Mincek’s that I've
thus far heard.

Where the other pieces made imposing impressions, Wolff's were lithe and charming. With its dedicatee Thomas
Buckner as baritone soloist, 37 Haiku, a setting of a John Ashbery poem, treats each of its long lines almost as a
self-contained miniature. Some feature spoken interactions between Buckner and the instrumentalists, some are
sung by the baritone, some are Sprechstimme. Buckner has a distinctive timbre and Wolff sets the instrumental
accompaniment so as to complement each declamation. One especially fascinating sound occurred when Buckner
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whistled along to an oboe solo. The other Wolff work, Trust (2012)--so named because it allows the performers
moments of considerable freedom--received a fine performance by Ostravska banda. The conductorless,
aleatoric portions of the work are juxtaposed with more rhythmically punctuated passages, led here by Kotik.

One could use the term “lithe and charming” to describe the composer as well as his works. Wolff nearly ran
onstage when called back by the enthusiastic audience for a curtain call and seemed pleased as punch to be
feted by Kotik. If | can run that fast and still be composing at age 80, | will be pleased as punch too!

Pictured: The New York School, circa 1950: Christian Wolff, Earle Brown, John Cage, David Tudor, Morton
Feldman

Copyright © 2014, Musical America

2 0f2 4/8/2014 12:38 PM



