MUSICAL EVENTS

BLOCKBUSTER

The New York Philharmonic puts on ifs first Biennial.

BY ALEX ROSS

he mission of the New York Philhar-

monic Biennial, whose inaugural edi-
tion overran several of the city’s concert
halls in the last days of May and the first
week of June, is a brave and bracing one:
to celebrate the new without apology,
banishing the image of the symphony or-
chestra as a shrine of the past. As the title
makes obvious, the Philharmonic is emu-
lating the glitzy rites of the contempo-
rary-art world, which has no fear of con-
fronting its public with novelties and
extremes. In the spirit of the Venice Bien-
nale or the Whitney Biennial, the festival
strove for dizzying diversity, presenting
some fifty modern works—most of thermn
previously unheard or less than a decade

old. Local groups such as Gotham Cham-
ber Opera, the Orchestra of St. Luke’s,
Bang On a Can, and the youth ensemble
Face the Music joined in. This Biennial
fell somewhat short of its models: the pro-
gramming, tasteful to a fault, failed to cre-
ate the buzz of scandal that seems essen-
tial to any successful art fair. But this is
hardly discouraging. Alan Gilbert, the
Philharmonic’s music director, has already
succeeded in changing the course of an
enormous, slow-moving vessel. And clas-
sical musicians should be careful of envy-
ing their visual-arts counterparts,who in-
habit a tulipomania economy.

This is not the first time that the
Philharmonic has tried to take a mod-
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ern turn. In the nineteen-eighties, the
orchestra organized three new-music
festivals under the rubric Horizons; in
the seventies, Pierre Boulez presided
over contemporary-themed Rug Con-
certs and Prospective Encounters; and
Leonard Bernstein staged an Avant-
Garde Festival in 1964. Indeed, in the
1910-11 season, Gustay Mahler was
challenging audiences with “All-Mod-
ern Programmes” featuring such nihilis-
tic radicals as Richard Strauss, Hans
Pfitzner, and Mahler himself. All these
experiments met with grumblings from
subscribers and, in some cases, dwin-
dling attendance. Periods of revolution
were followed by restoration. Whether
the Philharmonic will have better luck
with the Biennial remains to be seen: at
the ten concerts I heard, attendance var-
ied from middling to strong. What this
initiative will need is unswerving con-
viction: in two years’ time, it should be
bigger, bolder, more comprehensive in
its scope.

Some advocates of American music
have complained that the Biennial ne-
glected native work: more than half the
composers were born outside the United
States. In fact, the balance seemed about
right for a festival of global reach. The
problem, rather, was that the program-
ming—devised by Gilbert, the compos-
ers Matthias Pintscher and Christopher
Rouse,and Pablo Heras-Casado, the new
leader of St. Luke’s—leaned too hard on
famous names and well-heeled epigones.
Boulez and George Benjamin, both the
focus of events titled Circles of Influence,
are hardly new to New Yorkers. I yearned
for a few younger firebrands from the
European circuit: say, Raphaél Cendo,
whose supersaturated scores draw on
black-metal and noise bands; or the com-
poser-vocalist Jennifer Walshe, who has
infiltrated the art world under the guise
of a fictional neo-Dadaist collective
called Grapat. The Biennial lacked a
“What did you think of #ha#?” moment.

Nor did the Circles of Influence con-
certs entirely make sense on their own
terms. Boulez helped to plan the event
centered on him, and one hesitates to
argue with it. Yet Heinz Holliger’s “Osti-
nato Funebre,” the most distinctive piece
aside from Boulez’s pristine “Mémoriale,”
suggested more prominently the influence
of John Cage, with a percussionist tearing
paper, pouring water, and crunching twigs.
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And the Benjamin program, an all-British
affair, bordered on the bizarre: inexplicably,
more time was given to Colin Matthews,
who is fourteen years older than Benja-
min,and whose eclectic, hyperkinetic cre-
ations seem distant from Benjamin's com-
pressed gems. All the same, Heras-Casado
elicited sure-footed performances from
the St. Luke’s players. The mezzo Abigail
Fischer sang Benjamin's “Upon Silence,”a
Yeats setting, with spiritual fire.

The Biennial’s biggest blast of Euro-
modernism came by way of an event ti-
tled Beyond Recall, at the Museum of
Modern Art,with members of the Phil-
harmonic playing in groups of varying
size. Conceived by Pintscher, the concert
revisited a project that unfolded at the
Salzburg Festival last summer, in which
composers devised responses to site-
specific sculptures in and around Salz-
burg. Here the art-world analogy should
have been clearest, but concertgoers
could see the sculptures only by way of
small black-and-white illustrations in the
program booklet. Another hitch was that
the performance was scheduled for a late
hour—ten oclock—and ended well after
midnight, testing the stamina even of
younger people in the crowd. And too
many scores recycled a Boulezian cliché:
a gesture in which an instrument rushes
about for a beat or two and then comes
to rest on a sustained note or trill. Amid
the scampering, Mark Andre’s “E2,” in-
spired by a mountainside installation by
James Turrell, stood out for its hushed in-
tensity, with cello and double bass trad-
ing slivers of sound at the edge of silence.

Givcn the preponderance of works in
the eight-to-twelve-minute range,
I was happy to settle in for two music-
theatre evenings: Toshio Hosokawa’s
“The Raven” and HK Gruber’s “Glo-
ria—A Pig Tale.” The Hosokawa, staged
by Gotham at the Gerald W. Lynch
Theatre, restored to Poe’s poem an un-
canny force that many viewers may not
have felt since they encountered the text
in eighth grade. The mezzo Fredrika
Brillembourg, in a tour-de-force perfor-
mance, moved from rhythmical speech to
sinuous sung lines and, later, to a more
florid, ornamented delivery, as if reénact-
ing opera’s birth. A dancer, Alessandra
Ferri, lunged and lounged, at one point
spookily evoking the raven’s shadow. A
chamber ensemble, led by Neal Goren,

shimmered, rumbled, droned, and cried,
creating an atmosphere of gorgeous
dread. Hosokawa is a master of atmo-
sphere, yet his works, which also include
the operas “Vision of Lear,”“Hanjo,”and
“Matsukaze,” transcend atmosphere;
they are self-sustaining, sense-enveloping
worlds. Gruber’s piece, a lively but long-
winded fairy tale indebted to Weill,
served to bring out the virtuosic exuber-
ance of Juilliard’s Axiom ensemble, play-
ing under Gilbert’s crisp direction.

The full Philharmonic weighed in at
the end, with three concerts consisting
entirely of twenty-first-century scores.
Rouse, the orchestra’s composer-in-resi-
dence, witnessed the premiére of his
Fourth Symphony, a short and engag-
ingly strange piece that plunged without
warning from dance to dolor. Peter Eot-
v6s won a large ovation for “DoReMi,”
arich-hued concerto dedicated to the
violinist Midori and constructed inge-
niously from the letters of her name (mi,
do, ri/e, or E, C, D). Pintscher assumed
the podium for his “Reflections on Nar-
cissus,” a sprawling, gloriously chaotic
cello concerto, with Alisa Weilerstein as
the soloist. A skilled conductor, Pintscher
showed authority not only with his own
work but also with Elliott Carter’s “In-
stances,”an impish valediction that Car-
ter finished just before his death,in 2012,
at the age of a hundred and three.

The final programs included three
new orchestral scores that emerged from
a nationwide young-composer competi-
tion, co-administered by the American
Composers Orchestra and other part-
ners. | was able to hear two of these:
Andrew McManus’s “Strobe” and Julia
Adolphe’s “Dark Sand, Sifting Light.”
The McManus, though vividly imag-
ined, had a bit too much of the dance-
club glitter of Thomas Ades’s “Asyla” in
it. Adolphe’s work was alive with inven-
tion. Plaintive strands of near-tonal mel-
ody floated in an eerie, wide-open space
defined at its edges by groaning bass tim-
bres, wayward piano figures, and the rus-
tlings of maracas, vibraslap, snare drum,
and other percussion. It felt like an en-
campment encircled by watchful eyes,
and toward the end a violent frenzy broke
out. Adolphe is in the doctoral program
at U.S.C., and this is her first full-orches-
tra piece. It is remarkably assured and,
like the Biennial itself, seems an upbeat
to something grander. 4
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