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" If you've been intrigued by
what you've heard about the recent
musical movement called “mini-
malism,” but have been led to
believe that it's just a bunch of

FAMNACPTe reneTtinag the camae

Monte Young and the expression-

eschewing works of John Cage. At

some point— difficult to pinpoint,

but somewhere between 1974 and’

1978 —minimalism did an™ about-
face, and switched from asceticism
to- sensuousness. The bare time
structures that were the end-in-
itself of the-early pieces became

clothed with pretty sonorities,
chord

changes, and brilliant instrumental:

poignant or dramatic
colors. In recent works of Glass
and Reich, the time structure still
retains a vestige of its claim to
riority; John Adams, Glass's and
Ecich's musicohistorical nephew
(so to speak), dispenses with it asa
crutch no longer needed.
(Actually, there are two John
Adamses on the new music scene
right now, one the minimalist from
San Francisco and the other a
rather "myscical” Alaskan com-
Foser whose work I have not yet

Jfound very interesting. Sehwann

Catalogue recently confused the issue
further by listing the Alaskan
Adams's recard 4 Northern Suite
under the other Adams's name.
Don't be fooled: the Alaskan has
recorded . only on Opus One
records, a label on whicE the San
Franciscan has not appeared.)

As resident composer of the

San Francisco Symphony, Adams
has had a fgmwing um{erground_
reputation for years, a reputation
not quite justified by his one
E’cvious record (1750 Arch Records

1784). Phrygian Gates and Shaker
Loaps, one for- piano, the other for
string septet, are pleasant works

im.an AdALL ahiemeionl mmiciiaalioe

the same material separated by only
an 8th or 16th note, and which are
played in the grand manner by
pianists Alan Feinberg and Ursula
Oppens. The mood throughout
nicely demonstrates different levels
of bitrersweetness, alternating be-
tween a melancholy optimism and
an exuberant sense of tragedy. The
first movement (unforgettably en-
titled First Movement) revolves
around dominant and minor-minor
seventh chords, delineated by
steady eighth-notes in the v oocf
winds and rousing crescendos in
the brass. Three wordless soprano
lines create a beautiful aura around
the piece, sung with a fetchingly
casual portamiento by Pamela
Weod Ambush, Jane Bryden, and
Kimball Wheeler. One is reminded
at many points of the Stravinsky of
the Symphony in Three Move-

ments, and never more so than in

the second mcvement’'s oboe solo

accompanied by brass, an unusual
sound favored by Stravinsky. Like-
wise, this movement's arching,
wide-rangmg woodwind melodies
of consonant intervals will appeal
to anyone who likes the Tﬁird
SymPKcny of Azaron Copland. The
last movement is the mast conven-
tionally tonal, full of blasts of brass
and percussion, and it finally
breaks into a trumpet theme of
Beethovian simplicity: mi-MI-fa-
MI-DO, in a grandiloquent triple
chythm.

Adams still seems a lictle
timnid about working out his ideas
past the minjmalist arpeggio-pat-
tern phase; and while his slow-
R A 1 -1 .

sure we already needed, even in an
orchestrated version, another
recording of Reich's Eight Lines

(previously enticled Octer, and.

recorded under that name on
ECM-1-1168, along with his Music
for a Large Ensemble— Reich’s titles
are so imaginacive). Eight Lines
represents the quintessence of
Reich's postiame seyle: cicguut.
Cnlorf‘ul, :;L‘:Imlcss. and not very
evenrful. Eight polyphonic lines,
two of them virtuoso piano parts,
play repeating patterns in 5/4
meter for 18 minutes, in a mild,
duatoniz idiom enlivened by sus-
tained dissonances in the strings
and pretty offshoot melodies (n
the tures and clarinets. A certain
element of danger found in Reich’s
_earlier works is missing here, as he
attempts o consolidate his earlier
achievements in a more respectable
and monumerntal (and commission-
able) form. The early works— Come
Out, Piano Phase, Drumming— closely
risked becoming boring, and, para-
dowically, now thit Reich no longer
takes chat risk the work is less
interesting. -
The difference between the
two recordings of Eight Lines (Octet)
- 1s not grear, but I suppose I slightly
prefer this disc to the ECM: the

-recording sounds more live, better -

differentiated between registers,
and the Performance seems a lirtle
more intense, even if it does take
half 2 minuee longer. Both effects
have something to do with Ransom
Wilson's fuller-orchestration, made
under the COMPpOser's supervision.

My prcssinu wis quite ¢lean,
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«aof the lines "We

Piapola Music, Harmonium is never-
theless a surefooted and charming
work; as broadly American a-
Copland, often as rousing as Orff's
Carmina Burana, and inﬁm:g through-

«out with the poignancy of 2 distant
P The hac

train whistle. harmonic seruc-
ture is more stripped down than in
Puncls, but quite similar in mate
rials, particularly in che use of 4
major and a minor triad, a half step
apart, s.ha.rin%l the same third de
gree. The r ythmic momentun
relies on repeated notes to an extent
that will recall Reich's Music for 18
Musicians, though the slow inner
section is tenderer than anything
Reich has yer imagined
The texts, "Negative Love™ by
John Donne and " Because I Could
Not Stop for Death” and "Wild
Nights” by Emily Dickinson, are
an unguestionable departure trun
the intent of minimaﬁsm and arx
so well treated |::)' the vocal setting
as to perhaps herald a renaissance
in the grateful musical handlmiui
a5

.the EncFiish language, which

suffered so much since Handel
died. The placidly angular setting
d the school
where children played/ﬁkl: wrestlin

'in a ring” is particulacly beautiful,

reminiscent of the more tranquil
parts of Copland's opera The Tender
Land, Best of all, the performance,
by Edo de Waart and the San
Fi.mciscn Symphony Orchestra and
Chorus (who premiered the work),
is stirring to the point of being
inspired, and these choral pares
have been brought off with a limpid

elegance chat melts on the eardrum.
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TIf youive been intrigued by
what you've heard abaut the recent
musical movement called “mini-
malism,” but have been led to
believe :that it's just a bunch of
composers repeating’ the same
music over and over ad - infinitum

—have I got a record for you. Grand

Pianola Music by San_ Francisco

composer John Adams, which re--

ceived its midwest premiere here
with the Grant Park Symphony in
June of ‘83, has finally been record-
ed, and the good news is that it's
even more beautiful and excitin
on repeated hearings and in a well-
polis‘:ed performance than it
sounded under Petrillo band shell,
The other news, neither good
nor bad, is that the movement
itself has completed a strange
hiiosophicai inversion. Minima-
rism began, in the 1960s work of
Philip Glass and Steve Reich, as an
ascetic movement. Reich's ever so
slowly changing tape loops, Glass's
absurdly limired, gradually length-
ening mclo_din:s. w;re expenn;ents
in perception and epistemology,
andpaes safch followed Enproblcoﬂgz-
tically the drone experiences of La

crutch no longerineeded.

(Actually, there are two John
Adamses on the new music scene
right now, one the minimalist from
San Francisco and the other a
rather “mystical” Alaskan com-
Foser whaose work I have not yet
ound very interesring. Sebwann
Catalogue recently confused the issue
further by listing the Alaskan
Adams's record A4 Northern Suite
under the other Adams’s name.
Don't be fooled: the Alaskan has
recorded . only on Opus One
records, a label on whicE the San
Franciscan has not appeared.)

As resident composer of the

San Francisco Symphcu!. Adams

has had a (growing underground
reputation for years, a reputation
not quite justified by I;n's one
previous record (1750 Arch Records
S-1784). Phrygian Gates and Shaker
Loops, one for piano, the other for
string septet, are pleasant works
in an oddly whimsical minimalist
vein, but rather wandering and
unfocused, and their infrequent
changes of texture or pattern rarely
sound more than arbitrary. Witll
Grand Pianola Music Adams has taken
a gtant leap forward. The measure-
to-measure structuring methods of
earlier minimalism have been aban-
doned for subtle but definite points
of arrival that project a large—scalé,
architectonic sense of the piece. As
a result, Grand Pianola Music sounds
about half as long as either of
Adams's two earlier warks, though
itis accually longer. .

From the muted bur insistent
B-flat/ A-flat alternation that opens
the work, one immediately senses
that more is going to happen here
than in most minimal music. With
tongue-in-cheek heroism, Grand

Pianola Music treads a fine line

"between. the serious and satirical

use of Tcl_’xaikbvskyan pyrotechnics
in the two pianos, which often play
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casual portamento by pamel)a
Wood Ambush, Jane Bryden, and
Kimball Wheeler. One ts reminded
at many points of the Stravinsky of
the Symphony in Three Move-
ments, and never more so than in
the second mcvement's oboe solo
accompanied by brass, an unusual
sound favored by Stravinsky. Like-
wise, this movement's arching,
widn’:-ranging woodwind melodies
of consonant intervals will appeal
to anyone whe likes the ]Eﬁird
Sympﬁony of Aaron Copland. The
last movement is the most conven-
tionally ronal, full of blasts of brass
and percussion, and it finaliy
breaks into a trumpet theme of
Beethovian simplicity: mi-MI-fa-
MI-DO, in a gmndiloqu:m triple
rhythm.

Adams still seems a lictle
timid about working out his ideas
past the minimalist arpeggio-pat-
tern pl‘lase; and while his zlow-
moving harmony exbibits a comi-
pelling logic {thoughl\f take excep-
tion to the melodramatic move
from tonic to subdominant seventh
at the third movement'’s climax),
one still waits for the melodic and
rhythrn 1c aspects to become as con-
vincing. But the direction in which
the work points isan excitinE one,
perhaPs the first breakthrough past
Glass's Einstzin on the Beack; and the
music is so powerful and ingratiat-
ingly joyous that, for the first time
in years, a new work seems both
destined and deserving to enter the
standard repertory. El"his perfor-
mance, conducted by virtuoso flut-
ist Ransom Wilson, is careful and
well cantrolled without sacriﬁcing
sonic power, th-)ugh in the absence
of other recordings it is difficult to
tell whether conducting or orchess
tration iIs rcsponsibie fsor an occa-
sional muddiness of sound.

With other major works by
Adams still unrecorded, I'm not

@i procy  wnswor i N
the fﬂltes and clarinets. A certain
clement of d.‘mger tound in Reich's

carlier works 15 missing here, as he

\

attemipts to consolidate lus earlier
achievements in a more respectable
and monumenial (and commission-
able) form. The early works — Come
Out, Piano Phase, Drumming — closely
risked becoming boring, and, para-
doxically, now that Reich no longer
takes tilal' risk the work is less
Interesting. -

The difference between the
two recordings of Eight Lines (Octet)
is not great, but I suppose | slightly
prefer this disc to the ECM: the

-recording sounds more live, better #

differenciated between registers,
and the performance seems a little’
more intense, even if it does take
half a minuee longer. Both effects
have something to do with Ransom
Wailson's tuller-orchestration, made
under the composer’s supervision.
My pressing was quite clean,
and the digical recording. if ngt

terribly resonant, allowed subde-:

ties to come rh'i-ough nicely. Those
dcstring a first acquaintance’with
Reich are advised to go back to the
old three-record set on Deutsche
Grammophon (3-DG 2740106), of
which the records are now betng
released separately. But cthose who
want to hear tg:e maost  joyous,

original, accessible, and sensuous.

new work to be recorded in quite
some years should rush out and

find John Adams's Grand Pianols’

Music.
o

No sooner had I penned the
above words than I heard the dulcet
ping of a glockenspiel, and lo!
lowing behind me was this new
CM recording of another major
John Adams work (which the Grant
Park Orchestra played here in
1982): Harmonium 59_81) for chorus
and orchestra. Less tuneful and
less individual than the lacer Grand

AEICN Nas yet Imaginea.

The texts, " egative Love” by
John Donne and " Because 1 Could
Not Stop for Death” and “Wild
Nights” by Emily Dickinson. are
an unguestionable departure teaw
the intent of minimalism, and ar.
so well treated by the vocal setting
as to perhaps herald a renaissance
in the grateful musical handling ol

-the English language, which has

suEerecF so much since Handei
died. The placidly angular setting
of the lines “We passed the school
where children played/At wrestlin
in a ring” is particularly bcautifuﬁ
reminiscent of the more tranquil
arts of Copland’s opera The Tendar
Eand. Best of all, the performance,
Edo de Waart and the San
cisco Symphony Orchestra and
Chorus (who premiered the work),
is stirring to the paint of being
inspired, and these choral parts
have been brought off with a limpid
elegance thar melts on the eardrum

¢ Both halves of Harmonium be-

are not switched on. Unfortunate-
l)', ECM has not quite tisen to the
challenge, and when the volume is
turned up loud enough to lu:
exactly how the piece opens, the
accompanying hiss .is -quite dis
turbing, My pressing was faicly
glean but less chan pristine, and
considering that the entire record
contains less than 33 minutes of
music {the economy-conscious be
warned), one woyld think that the
result could have been a little more
exquisite. -Balance is not terribls
good either, and the crashing bass
sounds (the dynamic range is tre-
mendous) can overwhelm the rest
of the work.

Nevertheless, the record is
highly recommended because the

E\f&ly' 10 suspect thaee speakers

piece is: mellower than Pianola,
'E;:rhaps less o_;igipal. b_}.lt equally

autiful.
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