OSTRAVA MuUSsIC DAYS
VARIOUS VENUES, OSTRAVA, CZECH REPUBLIC

Ostrava is at the heart of a former industrial region linking the Czech Republic and Poland. Like Detroit
and Liverpool, the urban population has been hollowed out and the city center is quiet. In ideology and
approach, the Music Days, founded and run by the seemingly ageless Petr Kotik, compares with the
Huddersfield festival. Ostrava’s sizeable audience is probably younger, and state support seems more
generous.

The opening event, Sixth-Tone Harmonium, features the unique instrument created for Czech
microtonalist Alois Haba, transported from a Prague music museum. Here, Miroslav Beinhauer is soloist
on harmonium pieces specially composed by Milan Gustar, Klaus Lang, Bernhard Lang, Phill Niblock,
Judith Berkson and others. The Langs — not related — show what a real composer can do with an
apparently unpromising instrument. Klaus’s enigmatic Not One And Not Two has what sounds like a
Thelonious Monk title, while Bernhard’s Loops for Haba features his art of repetition, with elephantine
galumphings and high register insect-like buzzing. Phill Niblock’s sound magma and beating effects place
Harmonius at the sound art end of the spectrum. Instrumental preparations include clothes pegs for
holding down keys. It’s not often that a solo harmonium recital is greeted by whoops and yells from the
audience.

Religious-themed concerts take place in St Wenceslas’s Church, and in the cathedral. Pavel
Zemek Novak’s Adoration To The Most Sacred Heart Of Jesus (Litany) (2008-09) is Messiaen-like in its
hieratic Catholicism, with a tintinnabular purity arising from its use of unisons and octaves. Michal
Rataj’s ecumenical, site-specific Nacdlo Polunoscnici features female choir, percussion, organ and live
electronics. There are many excellent student pieces. Elisabet Dijkstra’s Agnus Dei commemorates
police murder victim Sarah Everard, while Anna Heflin’s ZBYHON//Mythopoeia poses an absurdist
academic debate over fake folk epics.

Like Huddersfield, Ostrava brings together composition and improvisation. Peter Graham’s
Orgaos (2023) features Klaus Lang on less than stentorian organ and improvisors Franz Hautzinger
(trumper) and Ivan Palacky (electronics). Hautzinger is a master of tonal and non-tonal effects. With mic
jammed into trumpet bell, he creates thunderous beating and explosive effects, while Palacky’s work
uses multicoloured neon-lit rotating devices. Also drawing on improvisational aspects are George
Lewis’s Tales Of The Traveller and Alvin Curran’s ‘Na Rosetta.

At a late night Klub Parnik event, Roscoe Mitchell appears with Amina Claudine Myers on piano,
whose blues/gospel work is a revelation. Alvin Curran later takes over piano, joined by members of the
student improv ensemble. The event is a little shambolic, but the encounter produces jewel-like
moments.

The venue for Ostrava New Orchestra and the chamber-size Ostravska Banda is the cavernous
Triple Hall. It's good to hear 20" century classics by Xenakis (Shaar, Echange) and Maderna (the gritty,
expressionist Violin Concerto)). A more recent classic is Frederic Rzewski’s A Long Time Man (1979),
featuring Daan Vandewalle (piano) and Ostrava New Orchestra conducted by Johannes Kalitzke, with
a prominent “chain gang” section beating unlikely percussion. Kalitzke’s own Story Teller, featuring



Andrej Gal’s lyrical cello, begins a long concert — Kotik’s programming is always value for money. In the
Banda events, the work of Zygmunt Krauze (born 1938) stands out. His beautiful Riviéere Souterraine 3
features a fluttering, tremulous piano part played by the composer, while Eric Wubbel’s Auditory Scene
Analysis (1) is a tough, worthwile listen. Raven Chacon’s mostly solo pieces begin a long night of concerts
at the former industrial plant of PLATO arts venue. With his singular artistic vision, he’s a composer we
need to hear more from.

At the Electronic Music Minimarathon Radek Kopel’s equipment has a homemade quality. His
work intersects freaky electronics and metallic industrial sounds, though it isn’t always as abstract as he
claims — the encore sets up definite rhythmic patterns. Daniel Kordik’s electronica is more polymathic,
while the anonymous sitbQ is inscrutable. Their blurb proudly reads: “Neither the name nor the
motives... can be found, even on the internet.”

Opera runs from the homemade to the somewhat more traditional. FrantiSek Chaloupka’s
Flash-Mob Opera at the local shopping mall is short and sweet — singers on scooters, saxophonists on
roller blades, and a stationary bicycle attract bemused shoppers and workers as well as the regular
festival audience. In the beautifully restored Antonin Dvorak Theatre is Bernhard Lang’s Playing Trump:
Cheap Opera #2 — here cheap means small line-ups. Vocalist Donatienne Michel-Dansac wears an
extravagant wig, and Lang draws on his eclectic stylistic range including rock and cabaret. Let’s hope we
won’t still be discussing Trump at the 2025 Music Days.
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