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{ Mall music:
‘(Bang on a Can's
26-hour marathon

Bang on a. ..billo

It's a non-stop musical marathon for the New York pioneer ensemble.
Anastasia Tsioulcas joins the curious and the delerious who partied on
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ow often do you go

to concerts where the

de rigueur tote-alongs

include pillows, water
bottles and energy bars — and the
organisers actually encourage you to
bring along a sleeping bag? That’s
what happened at the 26-hour-long
Bang on a Can marathon, a free event
that lured multitudes of both casual
and deeply committed listeners to
of Manhattan’s financial district on
a June weekend to hear everything
from Steve Reich’s iconic Music for
18 Musicians to Meredith Monk’s
Three Heavens and Hells to xylophone
music from Mozambique.

Founded in 1987 by downtown
composers Michael Gordon, David
Lang and Julia Wolfe, Bang on a
Can — which now encompasses a
regular performance schedule in New
York and on tour, their own “All-
Stars” ensemble, a yearly summer
institute for young musicians held
in the Berkshire Mountains of
Massachusetts, and their own record
label, Cantaloupe — began life as
12-hour musical feasts. But for the
group’s 20th anniversary, all stops
were pulled out, and what used to be
a half-day’s commitment morphed
into an uninterrupted weekend
musical blow-out.

The Winter Garden, to which
the marathon moved in 2003, is a
fascinating setting for such an event.
It’s part of downtown Manhattan’s
World Financial Center (next to the
World Trade Center site), which is
home to such corporate behemoths
as American Express, Merrill Lynch,
Dow Jones and Deloitte; the lower
floors are given over to mall shop
mainstays such as Gap and Starbucks,
plus the giant granite-and-glass
atrium of the garden itself, studded
with enormous palm trees.

Despite the fact that there
are frequently dance and music
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performances in the space, the atrium



can’t quite shake its glossy anonymity,

and it was obvious that some weekend

shoppers, strolling along through

the mall with ice cream cones in

hand, were probably startled to find

themselves suddenly in the midst of

violinist and vocalist Iva Bittova’s

wild, Czech- and Romany-influenced

set, or hearing the International

Contemporary Ensemble playing

Galina Ustvolskaya’s Symphony No 5.
Several of the composers and

performers used the oddities of

the space to its best advantage,

however. In the world premiere

of Julia Wolfe's Lad, nine

bagpipers, slowly descending

the giant marble staircase

that dominates one end of

the Winter Garden, set the

vast atrium abuzz with their
ebullient, rising drones. The
clarinettist from the theatrically
minded ensemble eighth blackbird,
Michael Maccaferri, made his
entrance into Derek Bermel's Coming
Together via one of the escalators
flanking the Winter Garden stage.
In the evenings, however, the
Winter Garden assumed something
of the mood of a temple for serious

Banging on a can: Burmese
drummer Kyaw Kyaw Naing

lovers of serious music in an
unexpected and rather removed urban
nook, one that is usually dominated
by commerce both high and low.
The event was indeed free and open
to all who were interested, but at
the same time the location (in a
neighbourhood where the streets
pretty much roll up past nightfall)
made it something different and, in a
certain way, even more special.
“The funny thing is that we'd
always wanted to do an all-night

though, they did look rather dazed
and delirious by early Sunday
evening, a good six or seven hours
away from the festival’s conclusion.)
The marathon format is true to
Bang on a Can’s genre-smashing
mission. The audience was treated
to a sonic melange that included
traditional Uzbek vocal and
instrumental music, courtesy of
a fine ensemble called Mashriq
R

from longtime Bang on a

st”); Burmese drumming

Listeners just stopped in for a
few hours - what lightweights!

concert, ever since the very
founding of Bang on a Can,”
said David Lang, “but this is the

first ime we've actually done it.” And
while there were plenty of listeners
who just stopped in for a few hours
— what lightweights! - there was a
cadre of bleary-eyed hardcore fans
who stayed for the entire marathon
and who managed to hoot and holler
lustily when asked from the stage
to identify themselves. (Admittedly

Can friend Kyaw Kyaw Naing;
the acclaimed avant-pop duo
The Books; indie rock staples
Yo La Tengo; and the witty

and incisive jazz clarinettist Don
Byron. In short, all musical styles
were embraced equally and there
was inevitably something on the
programme to blow even the most
sophisticated listener’s ears wide
open — and that’s indisputably
Bang on a Can’s goal. “It's much

more interesting to not categorise
in those really circumscribed ways
of style and genre,” Lang asserts.
“Instead, what we are asking is if a
composition is innovative, and see if
these composers and performers are
asking themselves ‘How do I do
something different than what
I inherited, and the tradition
I woke up with this morning?"™”
Lang says that this idea, which was
the seed of their first event 20
years ago, has propelled their
eclectic programming to this
day. “When we came out of
school [he attended Yale for
graduate school along with
Gordon and Wolfe] we sat
around every day complaining
about how things were. There
were all kinds of different musical
institutions, venues, funders — all
these different warring communities,
like ancient Greek city-states. The
division lines were extremely well
marked, and inevitably at concerts
you'd hear the good and bad from
each community: uptown, you'd hear
Elliott Carter and four composers
who wished they were Elliott Carter;

downtown, you'd hear a John Zorn
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piece and works by four composers
who wished they were John Zorn.
“That kind of differentation
wasn't happening just within these
insular little new-music circles. A
few years after we began, we did a
live version of Brian Eno’s Music for
Airports, which we went on to
record ourselves. And at that ime, |
was living near the Tower Records
store downtown in New York, and
I knew that Tower was selling Brian
Eno recordings in at least three
different departments: ambient,
new age, and rock. So [ would go
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in, every day, and make sure that

at least one copy of our version of
Music for Airports was stocked in
each of those departments. Brian
Eno’s world wasn’t differentiated
into all these little bins and boxes,
you know? But we, as listeners, were
being encouraged to look at things
that way.”

Lang says that audiences are much
more willing to listen without stylistic
prejudices than concert organisers
often have given them credit for
— and without the turf wars in which
composers themselves have frequently
been embroiled. “I remember at the

nmuted and edgy. We programmed
it next to Steve Reich’s Four Organs,
which was equally in-your-face. And
even though Babbitt had been at the
marathon for a few hours already,
he made a point of leaving right
before Reich's piece began, and Steve
Reich noticeably stayed out in the
lobby while Babbitt’s work was being
performed! But what was remarkable
was that the audience greeted each
of those performances equally
enthusiastically. We had people
listening who didn’t know that if they
liked one of those works, they weren't
‘supposed’ to like the other.”

The Barig on a Can ethos has left
a remarkable imprint on a younger
generation of musicians — ones who
are now being represented in the
marathon’s line-up, in groups such as
eighth blackbird, Odd Appetite, red
fish blue fish, and Ethel (lower case
and proper names being especially
in vogue these days in these circles).
One of these groups, the Now

In many ways, the Now Ensemble
could be called the offspring of Bang
on a Can. “Artistically, we wouldn't
exist as we do if it weren't for Bang
on a Can,” Greenstein says. “They’re
definitely one of the most defining
public faces of new music today,
and they are both a model and an
inspiration to us. They broke the
boundaries between genres, and
took audiences to places they
weren’t supposed to go. And those
lines were fictional anyway; they
were created by people who don’t
matter to us.”

So the fiercely pitched battles
of yesteryear weren't ever truly
won or lost: they just got sloughed
off as utterly irrelevant to the next
generation of composers, musicians,
and listeners — and that might well
be one of the most important and
lasting contributions the Bang on a
Can marathons have made to musical
life not just in New York, but across
the country. @
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