Review/Music

Bang on a uan Festival Seeks Poht:(, |l Relevance
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By EDWARD ROTHQTEIN

As the scventh annual Bang on a
Can Feslival began al the Kitchen on
Tuesday night, three figures were
writhing and groaning onstage; like
dangerous political prisoners, they
were gagged, straitjacketed and
bound with heavy rope. One figure
snaked its way to the front of the
stage area and grunted a plea for
help. A member of the audience
quickly got the idea and leaped up to
untie the bodies. The victims finally
wriggled out of their constraints and
ook their places: they were the musi-
clans for the evening's concert, the
Bermuda Triangle. They had just
completed the first theater piece on
the program, by Aaron Juy Kernis.

The prisoners, though, did nol learn
their lesson. After liberation, they be-
came even more political: the entire
concerl was titled “A Political Song-
book"” and was devoted lo the pre-
mieres of two dozen songs and per-
formance pleces on politicai subjects.

Much of this concert was like the
opening sketceh: it was meant 1o be
playful and compellng, alluding 1o
issues of censorship and repression,

~but it also had the dated, self-con-
sclous feel that characterizes at-
tempts to keep an avant-garde spirit
alive. The Bang on a Can Festival is
apparently allempting to revive Lhe
political rituals of avant-garde music
and stake a new claim of relevance, a
claim continued on Wednesday in a
concert devoted to a single work by
Ben Neil attacking the “‘indifference
of our political system™ to AIDS.
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But the reinainder of the festival
promises the cclecticism of past
years. Before it concludes on Sunday
with a nine-hour marathon of down-
town, uptown and out-of-lown music,
its 10 concerts will have presented 68

o
Dora Ohrenstein and Robert Black, two-thirds of the Bermuda
Triangle, performing on Tuesday at the Kitchen.

"

From Chinese =
opera to punkish =
declamation. =

composers, ranging from Elliott Caw-
ter to Tan Dun, In 82 warks, wilh
styles ranging fram Chincse opera#
punkish declamation. The brofd

* tastes of the directors — David Lans

Michac) Gardon and Julia Wolfe &
huve guarnnteed the festival dllen
tion far beyond (he few hundred af
tendees who vegularly show up. Pﬁ
next year, in fact, the festival h
been lured to Llncnln Center, where it
will face the quixotic challcnge ‘of
bringing its energetic esthetic polem-
ics into large mainstream halls,

In the meantime, the Bermuda Tyi-
angle ended up seeming more sub-
stantive than many of the objects tHal
came within its boundaries. The
group commissioncd the 24 politi¢al
sonps froim a wide vaedy ol compae
ers. Unlorwunately, the mvitationgto
write political music tends lodaysto
be an invitation to point-making: rju
sic is (urned into a lool or a weapon
wiclded in advocacy for a particufar
perspective. Music, though, has more
general powers; its most profound
political impact has been made not
through the particular positions . it
takes, but through the transforma-
tions of thoughl and imagination
wrought by the likes of Beethovén,
Verdi, Wagner and Schoenberg.

So the players — Dara Ohrenstgin
(soprano), Kathlcen Supoveé (piaanist)
and Robert Black (bassist) — weic
much more inleresting than the mu-
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