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Music: Meredith Monk

B EREDITH MONK'S music
A | concerts at the Kitchen,

/0 1 which began Wednesday

J night and continue through
tomorrow night, .are attracting big
crowds. That's no deubt because of her
dance reputation, but music lovers
should find these concerts of great
waorth, as well, For in them Miss Monk
is confirming that she has become one
of the more fascinating experimental
composers of the day,

The program amounts to a retrospec-
tive of her vocal music since 1971. As
she explains in the program notes, that
work started with her own singing, con-
tinued with her at first intuitive, then
more systematic explorations of the
‘possibilities suggested by her vocal ex-
periments, and finally broadened out
into vocal ensemble music, She had
some classical training and sang folk
music as a teen-ager. But basically this
is music in the great American tradi-
tion of isolated, sometimes naive but
wonderfully original art.

[ ]

Miss Monk’s basic method is to set up
a gently rocking ostinato on a single in-
strument (piano, electric organ, cello)
and then to sing over it. The principal
tension is between the lulling repetition
and unadorned simplicity of the instru-
mental part and the relative complex-
ity of the vocal part. That complexity is
obtained first of all by bizarre coloris-
tic alterations of the "natural” vocal
color. Or it’s done, in the more recent
pieces, through the sometimes dazzling

if untutored use of counterpoint, or by

the interjection of drama into what
seems to be abstract music

Miss Monk’s pieces are wordless,

and their interest lies in structure and -

aural color. But sometimes (most ef-
fectively in “Tablet’” from 1977), the
sound suggests chattering gossip, qr
fervent rhetoric, or anguished wailing.”
As such it becomes as revelatory about
humanity in general and women in
particular as Miss Monk's theatrical
spectacles.
®
Needless to say, this couldn’t be ef-
fective without effective performs-
ances. Like so much of the better new
music, composition and execution are
almost inseparable here. Miss Monk's
own voice is not only attractive.and
varied, but also her principal collabo-’
rators, Andrea Goodman and Monica
Solem, both sing (and play, when nec-
essary) adeptly and have strong, ap-
pealing personalities. Additional — and
highly skilled — collaborators in the
final piece were Julius Eastman, Rob-
ert Een and Paul Langland.
JOHN ROCKWELL




