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Identifying the Mysterious X

By Jonathan Saville 

The La Jolla Music Society (as we must now call it) ended its season with a Sunday afternoon performance by Antares, a quartet composed of violin (Vesselin Gellev), cello (Rebecca Patterson), piano (Eric Huebner), and clarinet (Garrick Zoeter).  The group was formed in 1996 in New Haven, Connecticut, under the name  “Elm Street Ensemble.”  Why and when they changed the name, and what significance they attribute to “Antares,” the program notes did not tell us.  Antares is a first-magnitude star in the constellation Scorpio.  Does the name mean that the musicians consider themselves stars?  (I would agree.) Or scorpions? (Who Knows?)


In fact, the program notes told us very little of what we might want to know.  The program began with Ravel’s Piano Trio (the clarinet sat it out), a work everyone is familiar with; and for this, the printed program provided two full columns of notes (actually, quite interesting ones).  The rest of the afternoon was devoted to living composers, of whom – it’s to be supposed – virtually no one in the audience had ever heard before: Nicolas Bacri, James Matheson, Volker David Kirchner, David Schiff, and the Mysterious X.


…first a few words about the musicians.  They were altogether terrific, singly and as a group.  Their command of their instruments was awesome, and their playing was filled to overflowing with youthful vibrance.  Their zest was irresistible.  On the other hand, in the one work about which I dare make comparative judgments, the Ravel Trio, the fast movements (the second and fourth) came across more convincingly than the slow or moderately paced movements (the first and the third), which I found too fast and with insufficient rubato, to the detriment of their poetry.


For the other pieces, I had to accept Antares’ interpretations, having nothing to compare their performances with.  Judging simply by my own immediate reaction to music I didn’t know, I would say that the Antares performances were exciting, expressive, nuanced, and captivating.  They made a powerfully persuasive case for each of the contemporary compositions.  It was not their fault that everything other than Ravel tended, on first hearing, to sound very much the same, so that one had to make an effort to discern the individual voices of the various composers.  


Part of this impression had to do with the instrumentation, which for four of the contemporary pieces was identical (the Bacri work dispensed with the piano, but the others employed all the members of the ensemble).  The universally present clarinet was scarcely ever in the warm, vocal mode of – for example – Mozart’s “Kegelstatt” Trio, or the mode of pure, cool, impersonal energy called for by the single major work scored for these four instruments, Messiaen’s Quartet for the End of Time.  Here was a clarinet with a new voice.  At times it had the quality of a jazz clarinet; at times it called to mind the lamenting slides and agitated squealing of the clarinet in a Klezmer band.  Moreover, in all the works there were extended rapid passages suggestive of frenzied dancing.  It would not have been surprising to learn that all the composers came from the same music school, and were contemporaries and buddies.

Actually, that is far from being true: further reflection, and the investigations I was driven to by the deficient program notes, revealed that each of the composers possesses a distinct musical personality.  Nicolas Bacri is a prolific (6 symphonies, 4 string quartets, 15 concertos) French composer, born in Paris in 1961, formerly an atonal serialist but no longer.  His Im Volkston, composed in 1994, is a lighthearted, ironic, sweet-and-sour, and quintessentially French treatment of several traditional musical forms (waltz, march, toccata, cradle-song, tarantella).  Its language is reminiscent of Darius Milhaud (on steroids, if you will), and there are inescapable reminders of Stravinsky’s L’Histoire du soldat as well, particularly in the clarinet part.  David Schiff was born in the Bronx in 1945, and much of his music deals with Jewish subjects in an Eastern European idiom, although a work such as his terrific Scenes from Adolescence exploits the idioms of bop, jazz, and rock.  Volker David Kirchner, a German, is the oldest of these composers, born in Mainz in 1942 (five years after the death of Ravel, it may be noted, and in a very different world).  He writes in a late-Romantic style much stretched at the seams by post-Mahlerian Expressionism and by the Bartók quartets; his works – notably his operas, but also the purely instrumental Exil – are often about “alienation, violence, the decline of values, the abuse of power, and death” (Grove’s Dictionary).
The hypnotic power of this music arises from a moment-to-moment drama that fascinates the mind and creates its own unpredictable structure.  This is what one experiences in Matheson’s incredibly beautiful Gliss, an orchestral work, with its gradual evolution of basic melodic shapes within gorgeous clouds of shifting timbres; in Sleep, a concerto for violin and chamber orchestra, with its rich harmonies and textures and its profound expressiveness; and in Spin, a compact string quartet in which texture and gesture are the generative elements, but where there is still a pervasive sense of singing melody and evocative harmony.  These works, and others are available for listening – along with the composer’s extensive and eloquent program notes on Matheson’s website (www.bofamusic.com).

I urge you to take advantage of it, if you want to become acquainted with a truly impressive contemporary composer.


As for the unannounced author of the encore, he is John Mackey (not the same as Steven Mackey, whose works were played at SummerFest in 2001), a New York composer who studied with John Corigliano and Donald Erb.  From his picture and his manner, I would guess Mackey to be about the same age as Matheson.  His works have a sassy, freewheeling attitude toward composition, and an irrepressible playful imagination, that I find exhilarating.  Rhythmic drive, of a very American (and very urban) sort, is central to the exuberant spirit of this music.  Piquant clashes of color contribute to the sense of flamboyant vitality (it’s no wonder that Mackey enjoys the clarinet so much).  In a sense, anything goes, in any direction, at any length, with any kind of sounds, jumping from mood to mood, like the life of an uninhibited, jazzed-up young man in the Big Apple: it’s music that Frank O’Hara would have loved.  And of course nothing could be further from the self-conscious radicalism of that Vatican of the European avant-garde, Darmstadt.


He is a kick, this composer – as one could readily hear in the zany Mackey piece played by Antares.  Dedicated three years ago to the Antares clarinetist, Garrick Zoeter, it’s called Breakdown Tango, or, alternatively, Dementia, or, alternatively alternatively, Family Portrait.  The titles tell a lot about what the music sounds like.  Two wildly energetic sections form the beginning and end, and strangely surfacing between them is a sleazy tango, somewhat in the Piazzolla vein (Piazzolla on steroids).  There is also a virtuosic violin cadenza quoting from the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto and Scheherazade.



This was not only the last concert of the La Jolla Music Society’s 2002-2003 season, and the last concert of the season’s “Discovery Series,” but also the last “Discovery Series” concert altogether.  These exciting concerts featuring new artists, which have offered so much enlightenment and pleasure over the years, have now been eliminated as an independent series.  I deeply regret this decision on the part of the Society’s new management.  But at least Neale Perl’s admirable idea was retired with a concert that fully lived up to the series’ name, for Antares is definitely a discovery, and – for me, and (I hope) for much of the audience – Bacri, Matheson, Kirchner, Schiff, and Mackey were terrific discoveries as well.    
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