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Every two years, we at Czech Music Quarterly
are faced with a dilemma: we know we have
what amounts to an obligation to cover

the Ostrava Days festival, but the sheer

size and breadth of the event means that
any attempts to cover it in its entirety are
doomed to superficiality. This year, then, we
presenti a series of three shorter texts with

a more specific focus: two contributions

by our editor (and Ostrava Days Instituie
resident composer) lan Mikyska, the first an
insider’'s “dictionary” on what it is that makes
the OD Institute special, and the second an
exploration of the links between the festival
and the Czech musical scene, while the final
article in the triptych, by New York-based
journalist Kurt Gottschalk, discusses several
pieces at the festival that made use of text

- not as lyrics or song, but as spoken or
projected text.

STRUCTURE

In temporal terms, the Ostrava Days festival has
three “layers". Those who spend the longest
period in Ostrava — roughly three weeks —

are the resident composers who participate

in the institute (thirty-five young-ish composers
from Europe, North America, and beyond),

a few of the guest composers who teach at
the Institute (idiosyncratically and endearingly
referred to as "lectors”), and the festival

team. Then, the vast majority of the musicians
(including all members of the resident
ensembiles, Ostravska banda and the Ostrava
MNew Orchestra) arrive in the second week,
bringing the total count of new-music-obsessed
individuals walking around this post-industrial
town up from fifty to around two hundred.
Finally, for the last ten days, the festival

proper begins, with public concerts every

day until the end of the event. This doesn't
only mean the inclusion of the general public,
however — visiting composers, musicians,

and participants in previous editions all make
their way to Ostrava during this time, resulting
in a remarkably lively melting pot.
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N.B.: Whife this text will focus primarily on
the experience of the Instifute residents,
much of what is discussed here is also
true for those participating as musicians or
even simply as festival visitors in the last
ten days of August. While this text is writfen
from an admittedly self-declared subjective
perspective, it also includes information
gleaned from interviews | conducted with
dozens of participants while working on

a documentary film about the festival.

FOOD

While this might seem a rather shallow
starting point, it really is a mere significant
point than it might at first seem. The festival
provides participants not only with
accommodation but also communal

meals, with lunch at one restaurant and
dinner at another (breakfasts are served at
the respective hotels), These are excellent
opportunities to mix within the respective
groups and outside them as well — you might
find yourself sitting with young members

of the Ostrava New Orchestra from Spain
and Norway at lunch, then legendary
composers and performers from New

Yark for dinner. Any potential imperfection
in the service provided becomes a shared
talking point, as does the dinner salad bar,
for some reason dominated by cabbage.
Rehearsals are reflected on and themes
arising in the day's lessons and lectures are
developed (and new discussions can be
finished in the pub later that day). And most
importantly: you talk not as professionals, but
simply as human beings.

EGALITARIANISM

In fact, this last point demonstrates another
crucial element: a feeling of equality, which is

ONO orchestra double bass players (opposite page)

Miraslav Beinhauer playing the sixth-tone harmonium
at 5t Wencesfas Church

Tamas Schlanger practising at Triple Hall Karolina

ONO orchestra rehearsal with conductor Pavel Snajdr




in part fostered by these communal meals (by contrast,
think of the dons at Cambridge and Oxford, seated at
- literally — a higher table to the fellows, who sit higher
than the graduate students, and so on). At other similar
contemporary music festivals, there is usually more

of a feeling of participants (on bath “sides”) thinking
about hierarchy; about how they position themselves;
about politics and careers. There is a much more open
atmosphere at Ostrava Days: nobody worries about
“who you are” before they start talking to you, and

you might well be speaking to someone for a while
before realising it is someone you have deeply admired
for years. This is also reflected in the programming:
the "student” pieces are not tucked away somewhere

as a footnote, on a "student concert” — they are proudly
presented alongside legendary compositions from half
a century ago and new works by renowned composers.

OPENNESS

Once one has been immersed in the world

of contemporary music for some time, the various
scenes, styles, and spheres of influence become
apparent, and determining where an event “sits”
within these coordinates is usually a matter of briefly
studying the programme and list of participants. With
Ostrava Days, such attempts are generally futile -
while there are several distinet and unique focus
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areas (the New York School and American experimentalism more generally;
the work of members of the Association for the Advancement of Creative
Musicians), there are few “negative” delineations to be found: the festival can
accommodate contemporary Czech Gatholic composer Pavel Zemek Novak's
hour-long meditation on biblical texts, Alvin Curran's piece for orchestra and

a team of young basketball players, representatives of more mainstream
German *Neue Musik", as well as reductionist, conceptual, minimalist,
performative, meditative, improvisational, participative, and intermedia pieces.
And this is reflected in an unspoken axiom among the resident composers and
“lectors” at the Institute: any way of using sound and music is valid as long as it
is the result of an eamest exploration.

CONTINUITY

There is something to be said, of course, for "giving everyone a chance". But with
Ostrava Days, one can also withess the benefits of giving continuity a chance.
Naturally, it makes sense to invite the same musicians multiple times (and some
have been coming for every edition from 2001 to 2023), but the remarkable
thing about this festival is that the Institute resident composers and “leclors” also
often attend repeatedly. These are also generally the individuals who appreciate
and actively contribute to the atmosphere described in the previous entry, thus
creating a positive feedback loop. And it also makes for stronger ties between
these visiting artists and locals, be they members of the festival production team
or simply audience members and fans of the festival.

EMOTION

In a discipline often lambasted for its supposed lack of emotion, there is really
a surprising amount of it going around during the end of summer in Ostrava.

| have heard many musicians say that during this time, they hear and perform
more of the music they truly love than in the two years that separates

the biennials. And this, of course, gives rise to a particular type of friendship,
one based in shared |abour, shared exhaustion, and shared passion. It is often
a shock to realise how little “clock time" one has spent with people whom one
considers truly close friends — or how much one has missed them in the two
{or four; or six) years that have passed. And in a field full of professionals who
are overworked and underpaid, it's so refreshing to hear people say, in a heavy
and earnest tone, *Wow, | just fove music” = they might be overworked and
underpaid here too, but here, it all makes sense.

THE TEAM

And it is not only these “first-line participants” that the previous entry is about.
Of course, one expects those responsible for the establishment and continued
life of the festival, Petr Kotik and Renata Spisarova, to have a close emational
relationship to this "child” of theirs. And even for Barbora Skalova and Kristyna
Konczyna, the only two employees of the Ostrava Center for New Music, who
work on the organisation's activities year round, it makes sense. But | really
don't know any other event where even the drivers, the people responsible

for setting up music stands, the technical engineers, the stage managers, and
the orchestra managers have such love for the music and the event, and such
strong friendships with the musicians and composers.




Composer George Lewis with Frantiek Vyrostko

This was reflected rather spectacularly at this year's
edition with an unofficial “after-concert”. Following

the end of the concluding orchestral concert at

the Karolina Triple Hall (which, in keeping with Ostrava
Days tradition, ran from 8 p.m. to about 11:30),
everyone vacated the hall and headed to the one
opposite for a reception. The plentiful orchestral
percussion section had been left standing, to be packed
up the following day. | am very grateful to have been
among the handful of people who were there to watch
in amazement as the entire technical staff, numbering
about twenty people — some of them cimbalom players,
singers, or bassists, some of them not musicians at all

— proceeded to play an improvised set of about twenty
minutes, with dramatically conducted episodes involving
a chair and a startlingly loud water barrel, Not only did
everyone agree that this performance could have been
a fixture on the programme — many added that it would
have ranked higher on their personal list than some

of the other pieces on offer ().

ZEAL

It is very much in the spirit of the festival to always

go one step further; to always say yes; to always find

a way. Perhaps this might mean that the (relatively little}
money there is has to be spread thinner. But ultimately,
the people who keep coming back (and following

Petr Katik in his other endeavours) do so not because
of a decent pay check, but precisely because of this
vision, zeal, and passion — the sense of necessity;

of these activities being important and necessary to
do. Of course, this situation reflects the generally
unsatistactory conditions for musicians and composers
working in experimental music around the world, but
here, the atmosphere is not depressive but festive.

INTENSITY / EXHAUSTION

It is hard to describe the tempo that picks up if one
allows oneself to be fully immersed in Ostrava

Days (and nights) — lectures, one-on-one lessons,
workshops, meals, encounters, improvisation sessions,
rehearsals, concerts. This "regimen”, of course, only
applies to Institute participants — the performers
face a completely different set of challenges, with
the busiest musicians often interpreting fifteen and
more highly challenging pieces (and even then they
find time between rehearsals to hear lectures or take
part in Thomas Buckner's improvisation workshop).

But not even the audience is spared exhaustion:
concerts begin at six or seven in the evening and
often run until eleven, midnight, or later. (Though
when | asked Tom Buckner about what had changed
in the twenty-two years that he's been coming to

the festival as a singer, he immediately answered that
the concerts used to be "much longer”.) On the third
day of the festival, the Minimarathon of Electronic
Music refuted the prefix “mini” in its title by running from
2:30 p.m. to after 2:30 in the morning. It is simply not
possible to focus on listening in the way we are used
to focusing on listening in day-to-day life — there is
not enough mental capacity for this, be it for listeners,
players, and composers. But there is another space
that opens up as you double, triple, and quadruple
your limit of music, and wondrous things can happen
in this space beyond exhaustion and listening fatigue.
Ezpecially when it's a fatigue shared with literally
hundreds of others. And it is these many spaces
beyond — beyond limits, beyond restrictions, beyond
time — that Ostrava Days is so unique at creating, and
why we all keep coming back.
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ONO orchestra cogfiucted by Jehannes Kalitzke
during the OFeH Opening concert

The Ostrava Days festival is, without a doubt,
an event of international importance. Even
just locking at this year's line-up of guest
composers, there simply isn't another event
where one can meet legends like Phill
Niblock, Zygmunt Krauze, Amina Claudine
Myers, Peter Ablinger, Alvin Curran, and
Roscoe Mitchell all at once, The breadth,
depth, and quality of the programming is also
unparalleled. From the opposite perspective,
it is also unguestionably the most important
contemporary music event in the Czech
Republic. Every two years, Czech audiences,
musicians, and composers get a considerable
dose of works that are generally missing

not only from the repertoires of orchesiras
and traditional chamber ensembles but from
contemporary music programming too.

The relationship between the festival and

the musical seene in the country where it takes
place, however, is certainly not straightforward
and unproblematic. The festival's founder,
composer Petr Kotik, emigrated to the United
States following the Soviet invasion

of Czechoslovakia in 1968, and he has
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called New York City home for most of the time

that has elapsed since. In fact, his decision to base
the festival in Ostrava didn't have its foundation in any
kind of personal or familial link, despite the fact that
many imagine that it was Kotik's desire to come back
to his home city and build semething new there.
Rather, it was the work of chance, perhaps fitting for
someone who has done more to promote the music

of John Cage than most: Kotik wanted to organise

a concert with three orchestras for a festival titled
*Music of Extraordinary Durations” in Prague, and none
of the more renowned orchestras in Prague and Brno
were willing to join him on this adventure, Thus began
the collaboration between the Janacek Philharmenic
Ostrava and what was to become the Ostrava Center
for New Music, a relationship that lasted almost twenty
years and came to an end only in 2017.

Of course, as soon as the festival began putting down
roots, relationships with Ostrava and the Czech music
scene began developing fast: the festival’s executive
director since the first edition in 2001 is Renata Spisarova,
who also works as a music editor at Czech Radio Vitava,
the public broadcaster's classical music and culture
station, where she tirelessly promotes contemporary
music (and much else besides). Other important partners
in Ostrava include the National Moravian-Silesian Theatre,
whose artistic directer Jifi Nekvasil was also behind

the idea to establish NODO, New Opera Days Ostrava,
which takes place on alternating years with Ostrava Days.
He also regularly serves as stage director for operas
produced at the festival, including this year's Playing
Trump by Austrian composer Bernhard Lang. Another
important collaborator is conductor Jurj Galatenko and

his Canticum Ostrava choir, tasked with performing most
of the vocal music at every edition of the festival. There are

Pelr Kotik, Pavel Snajdr, Bruno Ferrandis, Zygmunt Krauze
and Gareth Davis playing anvils in Frederic Rzewski's
"A Long Time Man"

also more recent yet important collaborations, such as with
the PLATO Gallery of contemporary art, and, beginning
this year, the University of Ostrava, whose newly opened
City Campus provided the festival with highly professional
facilities (though of course, the Janacek Conservatory,

the previous home venue, had its charm too).

COMPOSERS, COMPOSERS, COMPOSERS

When asked about the development of the relationship
between Ostrava Days and the Czech new music
scene, Renata Spisarova spoke of three layers: the first
involves younger composers — institute residents,

the second composers of the so-called middle
generation, and finally clder and sometimes forgotten
Czech composers.

“Twenty years ago, we were really having to search
for resident composers ourselves, and the few that
came were mostly from Brno," Spisarova explains. She
quickly adds that it was always the intention of artistic
director Petr Kotik to have more composers from

the Czech Republic than other countries. "Our aim
was always to serve the local environment; to provide
encouragement for the future.”

The second layer concerns composers of the so-called
middle generation. Here, too, the festival aimed to
support local efforts. Twenty years ago, collaborators
from this sphere included Martin Smolka and Peter
Graham (Jaroslav Sfastnjr}, who are still close to

the festival today, but as time goes by, the middle
generation has shifted and is now represented by
names such as Michal Rataj, Miroslav Srnka, Petr
Bakla, and Petr Cigler. Finally, there was another debt
that Kolik was looking to honour: that of avant-garde

Hana Kotkovd performing with Ostravskd banda

Czech composers, both those who left the country and
whao stayed at home. This included Rudolf Kemorous,
who settled in Canada, and Kotik's own teacher Jan
Rychlik. Who becomes a regular fixture at the testival is
generally guided by a simple self-selection procedure:
those who came and contributed to the energy

and atmosphere of the event and seemed to enjoy
themselves while doing so were invited back.

WHO CHANGES WHO

It is clear from this infroduction that if there has been

a rise in the involvement between Ostrava Days and
the Czech new music scene, this is certainly not due
to any change in aftitude from the festival. This position
was echoed by composer and university lecturer Michal
Rataj: | first heard about the festival when | was still

a student — and now I'm the oldest teacher at our
department. | remember that it seemed like something
far away, too expensive — | knew nothing about it, so

| simply ignored it. | was then invited to participate

in 2009, and since then, I've tried to convince all my
students to go. And still, not many of them do.”

Rataj believes part of the problem lies in the fact that
Czechia is a highly centralised country: "l think it was
really crucial for a general awareness of the activities
of the Ostrava Center for New Music when they began
putting on concerts in Prague. This was a highly
influential step that really drew these endeavours into
the new music world of Prague, and, by extension,

the entire Czech Republic,”

Rataj and Spisarova both agree that a large part
of this change is dnven by development in the Czech
musical scene itself, which, according to Rataj, "has

Roscoe Mitchell improvising at Klub Parnfk

become more lively, more open, more collaborative,
more international, with many events taking place that
simply did not exist ten years aga”. Importantly, this has
also increased a sensitivity to relationships between
the local and global scenes, which, Rataj believes,
generates a particular type of artistic curiosity.

Spisarova is even more particular about developments
in Prague, discussing the gradual transformation

of the composition department at the Music and Dance
Faculty of the Academy of Perfarming Arts (HAMU],
where Rataj teaches, the "amazing growth” of the Berg
Orchestra, who have done “a mountain of work for
Czech composers', mare recently the Prague Spring,
too, with their contemporary music programming, or
the activities of pianist Jan Bartos and his Prague Music
Performance. All of these {and many others, too) have
contributed to a complete transformation of the new
music scene in Prague.

In addition to some of the composers mentioned above
= Graham, Bakla, Cigler, Smka, Rataj — this year's
edition of Ostrava Days also included new pieces by
Jan Dobias (another lecturer at HAMU), Miro Téth

(a doctoral student there), and Frantisek Chaloupka
{who lives in Brno), All of these were high profile
commissions, many of them for orchestra, which is
remarkable considering they were all composed pro
bono. Spisarova explains: “| wish we could pravide
adequate commission fees, but it's simply not within
our possibilities = we can keep asking for more funding,
but we'll still always get what we got last time.” Yet

the quality of the performance and presentation, as well
as a knowledge of who will be sitting in the audience,
means that this is still a worthwhile pursuit for these —
often highly in-demand — composers.




The soloist in Bernhard Lang’s "Playing Trump" Donatienne Michel-Dansac with members
of Ostravska banda, the composer, conductor Johannes Kalitzke, stage director Jifi Nekvasi
and sound designer Matthias Schneider-Hollek
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MUSICIANS FROM BRNO TO PARIS

Spisarova admits that at the beginning, engaging Czech (and alsa Slovak, Polish, and
Hungarian) musicians was a matter of necessity — the original pool of players was
mostly geared around the New York-based S.E.M., Ensemble, and bringing them all
over from the U.S. was an expensive affair. "At the time, it was really only a few people
playing this music in Czechia, and finding them was hard,” she explains. "But now,

the situation is excellent. We are no longer deing this for economic reasons — we have
to find accommodation for these musicians whether they come from Brno or Paris,
anyway — but for reasons of quality, too. | think something must have happened at

the art universities, because the new generation is somewhere eise.”

A shining example of this is Martin Oprsal, head of the percussion department at

the Janacek Academy of Performing Arts in Brno. Opr&al and his students have been
providing much of the percussion sections for the Ostrava New Orchestra (ONO)

for years, and Oprsal himself often performs with Ostravska banda. Given the lack

of reperioire before the 20th century, percussionists are generally more open than most
of the traditional instrumentalists at any conservatory, but the performers graduating
from JAMU in recenl years demonstrate not only mastery as performers, but also highly
innovative approaches as performer-composers (e.g. Kristyna Svihélkové), improvisers
(e.g. Martin Svec), or participants in multimedia projects.

Again, Spisarova also highlights the importance of the Berg Orchestra in finding and
maintaining a group of performers interested in performing contemporary music and
allowing them to grow as players. Many of them have also become stable fixtures at

events organised by the Ostrava Genter for New Music, such as Anna Romanovska,
concert master of ONO this year.

Of course, this influence goes both ways: six years ago, the Ostrava Center decided to
conclude its partnership with the Janacek Philharmonic Ostrava and establish its own
orchestra: ONO. Since then, ONO has given dozens of young musicians (mostly from
Europe; many from Czechia) the opportunity to experience daring and contemporary

¥ V&
ONO orchestra with the conductor Jili RoZert dul

the closing concert at Triple Hall Karolina

orchestral music at a high lever (and performed to
highly appreciative audiences at representative events).
It is only a matter of time before the fruits of these
experiences begin seeping through into Czech musical
life.

FROM LISTENER TO CURATCR

Ancther highly particular example of OD's influence
on the Czech musical scene is that of Martin Rezny.
Martin began attending the festival some twenty years
ago. Shocked by what he heard, he was nevertheless
intrigued encugh to keep coming back, and he says
today that this was his “university education in music”.
He even used to take time off work to be able to
process all the concerts fully. Martin is also active

as a performer on the underground, improvised, and
noise scenes, and - crucially — an organiser: his name
is known to virtually anyone who has ever tried to set up
a DIY concert in the east of the Czech Republic.

This year, Martin took part in the festival as the curator
of the Minimarathon of Electronic Music. The event,
which ran from half past three in the afternoen to three
in the morning at a trio of venues, included classics

of the Czech noise scene, innovative international
audiovisual productions, a blisteringly loud set by
organalogist Milan Gustar on arcane Czechoslovak
synthesisers, and much else besides, demonstrating
Martin’s broad outlook, which brought together

more academic forms of electronic music with

the “underground” in which Martin feels at home.

.
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IN CONCLUSION

Despite everything written above, there is still an
element of mistrust present from the Czech scene
towards activities in Ostrava. Rataj confirmed my own
feelings on this topic: *Fer whatever mysterious reason,
there is still a general feeling that Ostrava Days is only
‘for some’, even though this is patently not true. | have
no idea why this is, but I've come across it time and
time again — 'it's not for us'. But in fact, after fifteen
years of experience with the festival, | can honestly say
| don't know any other environment as open as this one
— any other environment where everything is posaible.
Even mistakes are possible, because they are part

of a discourse.” It all seems to be driven by Petr Kotik's
deep-seated and humble belief in the fact that the work
simply must be done, and only then, in time, will we be
able to tell what is good. And we can only hope that
this is a position adopted by more and more individuals
involved with new music in the Czech Republic.




by Kurt Gottschalk

Music fascinates me in many ways but maybe above all
as an abstract language. | am a writer of joumalism and
fiction, have been a writer of poetry and songs, and am
responsible for the accasional amusing social media
post. My brain is pretty well wired for words. When mu-
sic can stir a feeling as strong as a powerful passage

in a navel or a particularly moving movie scene without
use of words — the sadness of Schubert, the yearning
of Colirane, the joie de vivre of the Ventures — it fairly
well amazes me. The interpretive ouroboros can be per-
fected with the artful use of text (not lyrics, not poetry,
but prose, or nonverbal syllables) in unexpected ways,
such as Robert Ashley's stream-of-consciousness op-
eras, Jennifer Walshe's manic monologues, or the Vel-
vet Underground’s schizoid *Murder Mystery”. The text
fires my imagination, synapses start connecting.

Certainly one of the greatest crafters of abstract impres-
sionist prose the world has known was Gertrude Stein
and arguably nobody (Virgil Thomson included) has
better set her text to music than the composer and con-
ductor Petr Kotik. His monumental Many, Many Women
— composed between 1975 and 1978 with subseguent
revisions — is a transfixing work which, in its six-hour
performance time, eclipses the clock with slow repeti-
tions. Kotik subsequently set Stein's 1936 lecture "What
Are Masterpieces and Why Are There So Few of Them”

as an oddly moving, self-reflective monodrama on art and
the ordinary: Master-Pieces (Almost a Lecture) (2014).

Kotik is also, of course, the co-founder and artistic
director of the Ostrava Center for New Music,

the organisation behind the Ostrava Days and New
Opera Days Ostrava festivals. It would be a mistake to
hold Kotik the composer up as a model for the music
presented at the festivals, Little common denominator
other than “contemporary” could really be suggested
for the eclectic programming. But in ten challenging,
stimulating, and packed days of concerts at this year's
edition, there were a few works that employed text
enough to tickle my logophilic fancy.

The festival began, in fact, with what could have

been a dramatisation of my jetlagged brain trying to
reacquaint itself with this place far away from my New
York City home. Frantidek Chaloupka's Rozlucka se
svobodou (Bachelor Party, 2022) put two singers

and four saxophonists on scooters and roller skates,
spinning around the plaza outside a shopping mall,
with two more wheeled figures pushing shopping carts
loaded with speakers broadcasting the singer's voices.
The carts didn't follow the singers and the singers
didn't roll in tandem so the natural and amplified
voices cross-faded independently in and out of my

- —

Daan Vandewalle performing Annesley Black’s “a piece
that is a size that is recognised as not a size but a piece”

field of hearing. It was engagingly dizzying, made all
the more disorienting by my not speaking the language
being sung. Chaloupka later provided me with

a translation of his libretto, which read in part:

Weaned from the battery of optimism
A lifetime on an e-scooler!

Apostles of techno-optimism
Priestesses of Acceleration
Techno-Optimist's Witness
Priestesses of Acceleration

Even kestrels of techno-optimism
Analogue defenestration

Then, later:

Belisve? Believe! Do you believe? Oh |
befieve! Believe? Believe! Do you believe?
Oh

| believe!

Reading from the electric book of revelations
of the techno-apostle Ampere:

Velocite nobles the psyche

Deceleration is always (bad)

It remains almost as gloriously indecipherable to me
in English as it was in Czech.

Text can be alluringly obscure even when the language is
familiar. | had heard Ernic Wubbels's 2014 work Auditory
Scene Analysis (1) some years ago in New York, where
Wubbels lived at the time. It was performed by the com-
poser/performer collactive Wet Ink Ensemble, of which
he is a longtime member, at a church in the Chelsea
section of Manhattan. The piece draws its text from, and
shares its title with, a technical book on how sound is
perceived and understood. In particular, the book ex-
amines (and I'm quoting from Wubbels's composition
notes here) how we are able to “take the single, summed
pressure wave that reaches the ear at any instant and
filter, group, and parse it into patterns that accurately
reconstruct the sources of its component sounds”, It was
particularly interesting to me when | first heard the piece
because | have a form of low-level hearing loss which
leaves me unable to filter incoming sounds. | can't pay
attention with my ears the way | do with my eyes. | am
doomed to a lifetime of involuntary eavesdropping.

Wubbels's compaosition begins with a quick series
of instrumental solos that seem nearly impossible to
execute, soon followed by readings from the dense
text. But the key element to the work is the blasts

of electronic static that make it impossible to follow
either the text or the musical lines. Those disruptions
were delivered by way of a small sound system when




| first heard it but at Ostrava they were amped and
pumped enough to fill the cavernous, retrofitted
industrial space of the Karolina Triple Hall, loud enough
to be painful, if not to the ears then to the psyche.

The accented speech of Aneta Podracka Bendové (also
one of the singing skaters in Chaloupka's operetta)
made the experience seem, to me, strangely clinical.
Both performances of the piece left me thinking about
the Kurt Vonnegut short story Harrison Bergeron,

which depicis a society where people of above average
intelligence are forced to wear earphones through which
blasts of noise are transmitted in one of several imposed
handicaps to ensure that all people are truly equal,
regardless of intellect, physical ability, or attractiveness.

It was interesting, then, to hear a work by Anna Heflin,

a composer resident in the concomitant Ostrava Days
Institute. | had heard some of her work before and hadn't
thought of it in parallel to Wubbels, with whom she
studied composition. Her ZBYHON//Mythopoeia (2023)
uses two manuscripts discovered in the Czech National
Museum in the early 19th Century and thought to be
keys to the Old Czech language as a setting for a debate
between two academics about the documents and about
the composition itself. Heflin portrayed one role, speak-
ing in English, and the other was delivered by Wubbels
in German. There were no bursts of noise to disrupt

the workings of the listener’s mind, but the dialogue was
sometimes, and quite satisfactorily, buried in the music.

Miroslav Toth's Nulanus at the 2022 New Opera

Days festival was an utter, mind-bending surprise,

a horror-show at an off-season ski slope that made me
feel about as at home as was the police investigator

in The Wicker Man. | was excited for another perfor-
mance of his work with the 2021 Bliky (Flashes) on
this year's program and it came as a shock of a very
different sort. The score didn’t seem to correspond with
the text in any way | could sort out. It rather reminded
me of the sentiment, silliness, and occasional outright
beauty in Nino Rota's scores for the films of Federico
Fellini. The text by filmmaker and politician Fedor Gal, re-
corded on his phone during the height of the COVID-19
pandemic, was played at intervals and rather loudly,
interspersed with the orchestration. The lo-fi narration
played against amplified cello and trombone made

for a rawness that could have been amusing when up
against the mood swings of the soundtrack had | not
read the text beforehand. (There were no supertitles but
the text was printed in Czech and English in the pro-
gramme, The performance can be viewed, with subtij-
tles, on Toth's YouTube channel.) The narrative didn't
just carry the sense of doom that circled the globe, but
also suggested an elderly man who feels out of place

in the world. This was a different kind of rawness,

a frank testimonial that recalled the protagenist in Mar-
garet Atwood’s brilliant novel The Blind Assassin, out
of date and out of step with the things in the world said
to matter. Fortunately, | enjoy the feeling of being per-
plexed by art, | feel no closer, however, to understand-
ing what makes Taéth tick.

Equally perplexing, and my happiest discovery of the fes-
tival, was A piece that is a size thal is recognised as not
a size but a piece, composed by Annesley Black in 2013
with a title taken from Gertrude Stein. The text was
neither spoken nor sung but projected in frames scrib-
bled onto calendar pages alongside appointments and
other reminders. It wasn't, of course, as simple as that.
The texts repeated and the pages repeated, changing
shape and content sometimes slightly, sometimes more
significantly. The text blocks that seemed to be part

of the work (the more artistic fragments, if such adjudi-
cation is relevant) were odd little aphorisms, like broken
haiku, or really, it seemed to me, like lyrics from the early
albums of the punk band Wire. The music, for solo pia-
no, was played feverishly (although not terribly punk) by
the wondrous Daan Vanderwalle. It was intoxicating in just
the way my brain thrills from being throttled and teased.

Within my transtixation, | wanted Black's calendar pages
to study later. | wanted a nice, perfect-bound book

of them with an elegant sleeve in the back holding a CD
of the work. What | managed, though, was a few photos
on my phone of the projections, one of which reads:

A page lo a corner means thal the shame is
not greater when the table is longer. A glass
is of any height, it is higher, it is simple and
it it were placed there would not be any
doubt.

By some stroke of fortune — good or bad, I'm not sure
which — the other photos | took turned out to quote
Stein's original text.

Here, for the sake of argument, are the lyrics to Wire's
song Three Girl Rhumba, printed in running text on
the album'’s lyric sheet.

Think of a number, divide it by two, something
is nothing, nothing is nothing. Open a box,

tear off the lid, then think of a number,

don't think of an answer. Open your eyes,

think of a number, don't get swept under,

a number's a number, A chance encounter

you want to avoid, the inevitable, so you do,
the impossible. Now, you ain't got a number.
You just wanna rhumba, and there ain’t no way,
you're gonna go under, go under, go under.
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Anna Heflin performing in her "ZBYHON/!Mythopoeia”
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| never would have conceived of a connection between Wire and Gertrude Stein, but with Black
as intermediary it couldn't be more apparent. Black writes that “the time structures and the material
in the piece were inspired by the text Rooms by Gertrude Stein from her collection Tender Buttons,
a text which deals with the relationship of material to the space in which it finds itself, as well

as themes of presence and absence”.

Rooms is the third and final section of Tender Buttons, following Objects and Food. The passage
that gave Black her title reads:

If comparing a piece that is a size that is recognised as not a size but a piece, comparing

a piece with what is not recognised but what is used as it is held by helding, comparing
these two comes to be repeated. Suppose they are put together, suppose that there is an
interruption, supposing that beginning again they are not changed as to position, suppose
all this and suppose that any five two of whom are not separating, suppose that the five are
not consumed. s there an exchange. is there a resemblance to the sky which is admitted
to be there and the stars which can be seen. |s there. That was a question.

Language doesn't need music to become an abstraction, and music doesn't need language to make
it make sense. But when they meet in the subconscious, as they did several times at this year's
Ostrava Days festival, the synergy can be electric. As the Velvet Underground's Lou Reed once
sang, Between thought and expression, lies a lifetime.

Correction

We are reprinting here a correction from Nikola Komatovic concerning
his article Haba’s Legacy: The Impact of the Prague Conservatory Avani-
-garde on Serbian Composition Students, published in CMQ 2023/2:



