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NEW MUSIC
FESTIVAL FOR 
AFICIONADOS 
BY KRISTINE McKENNA 

M INNEAPOLIS-The second an
nual New Music America Festi
val decended on the Walker Art 

Center here recently, and threw this sedate 
metropolis into nine days of wonderful 
chaos. In addition to nine evening pro
grams staged at the Walker, there were 
dozens of events and sound installations 
scattered tllrOughOut the city, most ot 
which were received with puzzled amuse
ment by the local citizenry. 

With 150 composers flying in from vari
ous points around the globe, it was evident 
when the dust finally settled that despite 
the limited audience new music attracts, it 
has certainly spawned an abundance or 
hopeful practitioners. 

"New music" is the nebulous term cur
rently being attached to everything from 
the frothy, repetitive droning of Philip 
Glass and Steve Reich to multimedia 
sound/art performances exemplified at the 
Walker by Rich Gold, whose musical com
position consisted of a lecture on the histo
ry of golf that parodied the history of 
modem music. 

New music is further defined as exper
imental music, but those labels-and the 
festival itself-are essentially catchalls for 
unconventional composers and works that 
have yet to find a mass audience and prob-
ably never will. . 

The genre is largely descended from the 
minimalist investigations of John Cage, and 
a video portrait of that grand old man, by 
Joan League; was installed in the Walker 
lobby to smile beatifically do~ on the 
proceedings. 

A major question was raised by the festi
val-one that is underscored by the fact 
that this is special-event music one must 
seek out in the rarefied art world, How can 
this music be broken out of its avant-garde 
ivory tower? After listening to 42 hours of 
the stuff (in eight days!) and traipsing 
around to numerous location sound events, 
I must say that I don't believe much of it 
wants out of its ivory tower, nor does it de
serve a mass audience. 

Many of the sound investigations heard 
at the Walker were presented in far too 
rough a state to merit a paying audience, 
and a majority of the composers had yet to 
come to grips with the fact that an idea is 
part of a larger package that includes tech
nical proficiency and a healthy dose of 
vaudevillian showmanship. 

This is not to say that the Ne.,( Music 
America Festival was a humorless, acade
mic drudge devoid of eccentrics.,. there 
were certainly a few of those. Steven Kra
mer, former keyboardist with the Contor
tions, unleashed his no-wave band the 
Wallets on a downtown shopping mall for a 
noon concert and outraged the locals, 
prompting "I thought there was an ordi
nance against noise" mutterings and angry 
phone calls. 

Then there was Jerry Hunt, a mild-man· 
nered composer from Texas who surprised 
everyone with a mystical, intensely per
sonal bit of sound/dance shamanism, and 

· Ellen Fullman, a local artist who roamed 
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the streets of Minneapolis wired for sound 
in a clanging metal trashcan/skirt, with a 
small amplifier strapped to her back. 

Beyond the occasional bright spots of 
quirky personality, the festival also had its 
moments of inspired genius. Robert Ash
ley, director of the Center for Contempora
ry Music at Mills College and a leader in 
the new music field, "sang" a brilliantly 
original song-poem occompanied by prere
corded voices. The piece moved with a 
lively swing that sent it soaring above the 
surrounding composers' clink-clanking 
modernism. 

The festival's only standing ovation went 
to jazz saxophonist Oliver Lake and violin
ist Leroy Jenkins, whose combative, duel
ing solos were an exciting and impeccable 
illustration of the point of the splil-splat
bleep school of improvisatory jazz. 

The glamour names of the Festival were 
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heard one airport employee moaning, "This 
stuff is really slowing all of us down." Pre
cisely the point, I believe. Eno should be 
pleased. The rockiest group on the bill was 
New York progressive-rock quintet the 
Love of Life Orchestra, which had a few 
hot spots that can largely be credited to 
superb drummer David Van Tiegham, who 
also performs with Steve Reich. 

There were some good moments, yes, 
but there were some unbelievably bad ones 
as well. A little bit of minimalism goes a 
long way, particularly since John Cage in
troduced the idea 20 years ago and it's 
hardly a revolutionary concept today. Still, 
a lot of "modem" composers insist on beat
ing that dead horse. Moreover, many of the 
evening programs simply gave too much to 
digest. Few of the participants honored the 
half-hour time limit and most of the pieces 
ran on far too long. 

Most of the music reeked of Art, and that's 
something that John Q. Public (and the rock au
dience) regards with suspicion. 

new-music pioneers Steve Reich and Phi
lip Glass, both of whom served up a hefty 
helping of their usual shtick. Talking 
Heads' leader David Byrne composed a 
short, undulating web of African-flavored 
melodies scored for a IO-piece string sec
tion. Byrne described his piece as being 
"experimental in that it is out of context 
and asks strings to play in an uncharacter
istically repetitive, rhythmic style." 

Brian Eno, the dominant presence at last 
year's New Music Festival, failed to put in 
an appearance but installed ambient music 
at the Minneapolis airport, the Walker lob
by and in a large shopping mall (it all 
sounded the same, incidentally). City res
idents seemed to enjoy it, although I over-

Another unfortunate cliche that repeat
edly reared its corny head was the "if-it
sounds-like-the-sound~ track-to-a
science-fiction-film-it-must-be-modern" 
routine. That hackneyed approach to con
temporary music led to much pointless 
gadgetry being passed off as music. 

Despite the plethora of electricians in 
composers' clothing who managed to sneak 
onto the bill, festival organizers Nigel Red
den and Tim Carr did an astonishing job as 
far aa the variety and sheer scale of the 
program they assembled. Regarding the 
specialized nature of the music heard at the 
Walker, Redden commented, "This is 
never going to be household music, but 
there has always been a tradition of music 

Steve Kramer of the Wallets performs at 
second annual New Music America 
Festival held recently in Minneapolis. 

that appeals to a very small audience. I 
think it's important that it be allowed to 
survive and that artists be encouraged to 
try ideas that might not work." 

With $100,000 in funding collected from 
numerous sources including Mobil Oil, the 
Ford Foundation and the National Endow· 
ment for the Arts, this year's festival was a 
substantial expansion on the 1979 edition 
which took place in New York at the ex
perimental art outpost called the Kitchen. 

This year composers were paid a modes! 
$200 fee and all the performances werE 
sold out, yet the festival still closed ver~ 
much in the red. However, that didn't seen: 
to dampen the spirits of the members of thE 
New Music Alliance, whose pet project this 
is, and plans for next year's festival, tenta· 
lively scheduled for somewhere in Califor
nia, are rolling right along. 

So what does all this highbrow tinkerill! 
have to do with your average man in th! 
street clutching a Donna Summer album: 
Probably not a whole lot A few of th! 
ideas of the great wizards of modem "se· 
rious" music will probably filter down am 
affect the mass market. Brian Eno's cer· 
tainly have and there's a good chance tha 
Philip Glass' will. But most of the musi1 
heard in Minneapolis reeked of Art an< 
that's something that John Q. Public (am 
the rock audience) regards with considera 
ble suspicion. 

Is music for the mind or the body? Ow 
can certainly have it both ways, but th• 
New Music America participants tended I• 
stress the former and neglect the latter 
Everybody knows that American recor• 
buyers and the natives of New Guinea ar• 
addicted to the big beat, and that's th• 
baby that a lot these composers threw ou 
with the bathwater. 0 




