Mikel Rouse Hawks Salvation
in an Opera for Real People

Can’t Stand
the Heat

Rouse’s talk-show opera has
come together against the
backdrop of an avalanche of
resignations at the Kitchen—six
over the last few months.
Reports of a ritual bloodletting
are exaggerated, but there’s no
denying that the place has been
shaken up. Executive director
Lauren Amazeen resigned after
five years in the job, apparently
due to differences with the board.
With her went producing director
John Maxwell Hobbs and
development director Josie
Caporuscio, However, Capor-
uscio reportedly had been
aiready planning to leave to
spend more time with her
family, and the rematning
reslgnations are apparently
unconnected. Production
coordinator Cat Domiano and
technical director John Plenge
Ieft earlier in the summer, oneto
pursue a carecer In stage
managing, the other to teach,
Marketing director Phillip
Bahar got a higher-profile job
in Chicago, while production
manager Alex Kahn merely
went on leave for a previously
scheduled project.

Coincidence? "Natural attri-
tion,” according to composer
Bernadette Speach, a power-
house personality with afong
history of new-music adminis-
tration who has taken over tem-
porarily the reins as director.
Eyebrows might have remained
at half-mast had it not been for
previous controversies sur-
rounding the Kitchen, Including
a Yoicecover story two years
ago. What seems undeniable,
though, Is that Amazeen held
the Kitchen together through a
tough period of change, and
that atleast afew peopiein the

jon were PRY

about recent programming pro-
cedures, if not the programming
itself. Every position except one
has been replaced by internal
candidates, and though the
technical production for Dennis
Clevelandiooked shaky when
everyone Involved suddenty
vanished, the necessary
resources are back in place.
Music director Ben Nelll has
survived, and the Kitchen's
pivotal role in new-music history
seems likely, if anything, to
benefit from the changes. —K.G.
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Opera

ennis Cleveland is cool
and in control. In white
sport coat and  dark
glasses, waving his mi-
crophone like the magic
wand it is, he mediates among his pup-
pets, his performers, his guests on the
first-cver new-music talk show,

Dennis Cleveland is really—though
his show makes you question what re-
ality is—New York composer Mikel
Rouse. And for all his slickness, Rouse
is 2 product of rural Missouri, the boot-
heel region down ncar Arkansas. As a
teenager, he ran away from home to
joina carnival, He learned how the shell
games worked, how the ball tosses were
rigged, how the whole show was cyni-
cally setup to creare a false reality. Tt was
good preparation, For now, 20 years
fater, hes rackled owo of society’s most
unreal phenomena—talk shows and
opera—and fused them into a ralk-
show opera, Dennis Cleveland, premicr-
ing at the Kitchen this week through
November 2.

For years Rouse has mentioned his
dream of having his own, liberal-biased
tatk show, and he’s finally, sort of, done
it. Even betore he started work on Den-
nis Cleveland, he took an English friend
to see Geraldo because he wanted to
give her a massive dose of American
culture. As the guests poured out their
private neuroses and screamed epithets
at each other, Rouse glanced at his
friend and saw her crying and laughing
at once, mumbling, “This is so fucked
up” Since then Rouse has returned to
Geraldo and sat in on Ricki Lake and
Gordon Elliost, plus a few local shows.
“I like kitsch?” Rouse admits in his
Hell’s Kitchen apartment, where he’s
been rehearsing his singers. “Talk
shows were a phenomenon that start-
cd 15 years ago, then 10 to seven years
ago started going further and further in
a ritual direction. I was already work-
ing on a set of pieces about people
looking for some type of meaning or
faith or awakening through popular
culture. When I zeroed in on the talk-
show thing, I realized that was the for-
mat [ was looking for”

Alot of composers have drawn ele-
ments from pop culture, but few have
embraced it so whole hog as Rouse. For
his first opera, Failing Kansas, he spent
five years rescarching the murders that
were the subject of Truman Capote’s In
Cold Blood and couched the vernacular
he found in a cool rock idiom of sub-
liminally intricate cross-rhythms. For
Dennis Cleveland, he wanted something
more topical. He began by taping talk
shows on dozens of hours of DAT tape,
feeding sound bites into his computer
and analyzing and mimicking inflec-
tions. Found phrases from real peo-
ple—~for example, “If you don’t love me
the way I am, then you can go”—be-

0+ VILLAGE YOICE, November 5, 1996 -

came the ostinatos and rhythmic pat-
terns of Dennis Cleveland. Tronically,
Rouse thought this new opery would
be a cinch after the research-intensive
Failing Kansas. ‘The Capote opera,
though, had one performer: Rouse.
Cleveland has 19. The piece represents a
major-leap in Roust’s compositional
ambitions. He’s not only negotiating a

film version, but hoping to take the
piece to OfF-Broadway.

What’s more, participating in talk-
show audiences opened up- Rouse’s
ideas of what theater could be. “When
I sat there and looked at it as a theatri-
cal experience instead of a live TV tap-
ing, it opened up whole new vistas in
terms of breaking down the fourth wall.
Here you've got a multimedia situation
where there’s no separation between the
people onstage and the audience for
two reasons. One is the lighting, The
other is that the only thing that makes
the person onstage more of an expert
than the person in the audience is that
he’s onstage. More importantly, the
show is being taped live, and the audi-
ence can watch the live taping on the
monitors as it’s going down. They’re
doing two things at once: they’re live
participants within the action, but they
can also watch the thing on TV. The
minute I stepped back from that and
looked at it as a theatrical expericnce,
which of course nobody in that audi-
ence does, it was mind-blowing”

The result was an overhauling of
the operatic genre. Just as the camera-
men in a live taping are seen by the
audience, Dennis Cleveland contains

Meets O

-~ cameramen who are both functionaries

and performers, The libretto appears
on cue crds that Cleveland/Rouse is
reading, -and the audience can read

“them too, just like the supertitles at the

Metropolitan. Singers will rise from
among the audience to sing, and the
audience: will watch themselves on
video screens. If talk shows are a mir-

s Dennis Cleveland: a mirror mirroring mirrors

vor of society watched by the par-
ticipants as in a mirror, then Dennis
Cleveland is a mirror mirroring mirrors.
“Finally;” the poster for the picce an-
nounces, “real opera for real people”

That’s not to say it’s a light, casy
picce. The overarching viewpoint for
the opera comes from Voltaire’s Bas-
tards, a wide-ranging critique of mod-
ern culture by Canadian novelist, his-
torian, and businessman John Ralston
Saul. Saul writes about the corporatist
takeover of the Western world, the dis-
mantling of democracy by multina-
tional corporations, and the conse-
quent increased reliance on the illusions
of mass culture as a source of personal
meaning. Talking about TV, Saul (who
is reportedly flying down from Toronto
to see Dennis Cleveland) wrote:

“The most accurate context in
which to place television program-
ming is that of general religious ritual.
...Like television, {religious rituals] es-
chew surprise, particularly creative sur-
prise. Instead, they flourish on the rep-
ctition of known formulas. People are
drawn to television as they are to reli-
gions by the knowledge that they will
find there what they already know ...

After watching the first minute of any

prah

television drama, nmost viewers could
lay out the scenario that will tollow, in-
cluding the conclusion. Given the first
fine of banter in mast scenes, 3 repatar
viewer could probably rhyme off the
next three or four lines... There is
more flexibility ina Catholic mass or
in classic Chinese opera™

Accordingly, Rouse/Cleveland is
both host and pricst. When he
yells to two audience members to
“Come on down!™ Rouse wants
you to think of a televangelist clic-
iting conversions, but also of
prize-hawker Bob Barker on The
Price Is Right. The piece’s coneett
is that cach audience member tells
a confession, but by the end vou
realize that the contessions tell the
storv of Dennis’s own life.

Like Burt Tancaster in the
film version of Eler Ganory he's
selling salvation, but painfully
aware that he hasn’t tonnd the
meaning of life himscltl “All of
my life I've been foveless)” he re-
peats as a refrain, but taens winto
an advertising, slogan by ending,
fike a letrered phone number,
“L-O-V-E-LAE-ST

Rouse™s artistic subtext is that
he’s trving ro revive what he calls
“the broken promise of Einstein
on the Beach® the promise that
opera could shed its Furopean
pretensions and relate to everyday
life, (The picee is dedicated ro that
2 genins of operatic vernacular,

Robert Ashley.)

“Im rking a tormar that
everyone’s familiar with,” Rouse ex-
plains, “and placing it in a new context.
It takes the neellectual snobbery away
from opera immediately, and puts you
in a frame of mind to accept new
information. It’s always been a strategy
of mine to provide some area within
the format, whether it’s the production
of the CD or the use of a rock groove
or whatever, that the audience will be
already familiar with. It they've got
that, you can slip them more complex
information under the doot”

For Rouse himself has something
to scll: rhythmic complexity. Counter-
point. Thematic unity. Aesthetic rich-
ness. The idea that music can be pop-
ular in format and yet still perceprually
challenging, that we can,’in effect, up-
grade the daily discourse of American
life. It’s a John Ralston Saul idea as
well, Rouse hopes that mavbe, just
maybe, a few of those people in the
talk-show audiences will sce Dennis
Cleveland and start to think about the
fact that we who complain about what
goes on as observers are also partici-
pants. We may be warching the show,
but we’re also the actors. We let the me-
dia tell us were helpless, but we have
the power to change the world. 4




