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Putting Mus1c Back Together Again

By ANTHONY TOMMASINI

* The conductor Kristjan Jarvi was
7 when his family left Estonia for the
United States in 1979, But even be-
{ore, as o young bay in his home lown
of “Tallinn, he was transfixed by the
ruck and pop music being broadcust
over the one television station from
Finland that reached Estonia.

Music ways the family business, but
not that kind of music. His father, the
conductor Nemme Jarvi, was the
music director of the Estonian Na-
tignal Opera and National Symphony
Orchestra, though he spent a good
deal of time away from home on
guest-conducting stints. Mr. Jarvi
not only approved of his youngest
child’s taste in pop and jazz but he
also fed it, bringing home recordings
of Teny Bennett, Frank Sinatra,
Duke Ellington, the cast album of
“Ain't Misbehavin® ™ and  other
things.

It was all kind of subversive in
Estoma,” Kristjan Jarvi, now 28,
said-during a recent interview in his
apartrent near Lincoln Center. 1
loved the Beatles. And Abba. When
we moved to New York, | got into the
rap group Run-D.M.C. Carla Bley,
she's amazing. The Police were huge
then, Sting is one of the greatest
musicians ever."

Given Mr. Jarvi's passion for con-
temporary music of all styles, it is
nel surprising that in 1993 he founded
tht Absolute Ensemble, an electro-
acoustic “classical bund,” as he calls
i, with 18 core members that per-
lorms a wide specirum of modern
music; chamber works by compos:
urs ranging fram John Adams 1o
John Zorn; innovative transcriptions
uf warks by classical masters; mu-
sic from compusers whose rools are
in juzz and rock and sometimes even
something like the Schoenberg
Chamber Symphony Mo. 1,

What unites the Absolute Ensem-
ble performers, the diverse compos-
ors they play and the group's intrep-
id music director is a shared deter-
mination to dismantle the bound-
aries between different styles of con-
temporary music, boundaries they
gee as arbitrary and confining. Cate-
gorization is the Absolute Ensem-
ble's enemy; open exploration is its
mission.

. The ensemble has been attracting
enthusiastic audiences for contempo-
fary music concerts o unconven:
tional settings like the BAM Cafe at
the Brooklyn Academy of Music. In.
terestingly, for a group so Intent on
aholishing categories, it presents its
concerts under five different names,
depending upon the orientation of the
music.

Tonught at Columbia University's
WEler Theater you can hear a con-
cerl by Scratchband, what the Abso-
lute Ensemble calls itself when the
‘program includes arrangements of
rock, funk and jazz-influenced works.
There will be music by the Beatles,
James Wrown, Charles Coleman,
Miles Davis, Jimi Hendrix, Steve
Reich and a Violin Concerto by John
Adums with the dynamic violinist
Leila Jusefowice, Mr, Jarvi's wife, us
soloist.

Sn July an Joe's Pub in the East
Village, you could have heard the
Absolute Ensemble as Absolute Mix,
playing a program of crosscultural,
contemporary and jazz works in a
nightciub setting, with lights low-
ered, lots of amplification and infec-
tous energy. A highlight was Mi-
chael Daugherty’s "Dead Elvis,” a
joyously raucuus piece scored for

{ Don’tFenceThemin

Scratchhand (the Absolule
Ensemble) will appear lonight
_ul € at the Miller Theater at
Columbia University, 116th
Street and Broadway, Morn-
. ingside Heights, Tickels: $17.
* Information: (212) 854.7788,
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Kristjan Jarvi, an Estonian-born conductor and founder of Absolute
Ensemble, which performs a wide spectrum of contemporary rnusic.

squawking brass and winds, rock
drums and amplified string bass.

The music combines tidbits of
Presley tunes, even the saccharine
standards like “It's Now or Never,"
with funeral intonations of the “Dies
Irae™ chant, 11 feawured the ensem-
ble's young bassconist, Martin
Kuuskmann, another  Estonian-
American, decked out like Elvis,
prancing about the floor of the pub in
glittery Las Vegas duds,

Yet on the same program there
was an impressive chamber work by
Mr. Coleman called *'Rut Strut” that
offered evidence that pub audiences
unused to "serious” contemporary
music would accept a lot of atonal
complexity if the plece contained a
rock rhythm section. Presiding over
this vibrantly diverse roster of musi-
cians was Mr. Jarvi, a technically
adroit conductor and kinetic stage
presence, tall ard trim with a wavy
mane of long blondish hair and an
impish smile that suggests he {inds
the job of smashing categories tons
of fun,

*'Categorization has been promot-
ed by those on the commercial side
of the music business,” Mr. Jarvi
explained, relaxing on his "couch
while in the next reom Ms. Jo-
sefowicz tended to Lukas, their 6-
month-cld son (“totally the best
thing I've ever done," Mr. Jarvi
said).

Returning to the attack on catego-
ries, Mr. Jarvi said: *There is too
much product out there, and the
record companies don't know which
bin to put which record in."”" Sadly, he
thinks that many classically trained
musicians, sceing no choice, accept
the status quo. “They have, up until
recently, been very much trying to fit
mie an institutionalized system of
ancademic music,” he said. "“You
must go through all your tralning
with dead white guys. The money
people who fund

Institut

Detroit Symphony in 1990, but his
brother, Paavo Jarvi, 10 years older,
who will become the music director
of the Cincinnati Symphony in the
fall of 200]. (His older sister, Maar-
ika, is a flutist in Paris.}

So far Kristjan Jarvi has achieved
notable success in what he calls the
Establishment, Having just complet.
ed two years as an assistant conduc-
tor to Esa-Pekka Salonen at the Los
Angeles Philharmonic, and earncd
guest-conducting appearances with
the Netherlands Philharmonic and
the Radio Turin Symphony in ltaly,
Mr. Jarvi recently assumed the mu-
sic directorship of the Norrlands
Opera Company and Symphony Or-
chestra in Umea, Sweden.

But right now the Absolute Ensem-
ble is at the center of his work, and
being in New York is critical 1o his
vision. " The most positive thing for a
group like ours is to be in this city
surrounded by composers with this

For the Absolute
Ensemble, it’s time
to break up all the
categories that are
breaking up music.

mind-set who are interested in many
facets of music,” he said. “'1 can’t
think of another city today that is as
happening a town for new music as
Mew York. Maybe Amsterdam.”

America’s multicultural tradition
is part of what made the country
attractive to the Jarvi family. But
getting here was a struggle. Though
only a child at the time, Mr. Jarvi
¥ bers it well.

music consider that swff, the classi-
cal orchestra repertory, the cream of
the crop. But Beethoven was an inno-
vator."

Mr. Jarvi received a thorough
training in the “dead white guys™
tradition himsell, first at the Man-
hattan School of Music in New York,
where he studied pilano intensively,
and later at the University of Michi-
gan at Ann Arbor, where he was
enticed into conducting when com-

“poser-{riends who needed someone

1o conduct their new pleces tapped
the willing but inexperienced Mr.
“1 didn't know what | was
. '] was like Bambi on

ice.”

Belore pursuing conducting as a
career he had Lo face up to the family
her:lnst not just his father, who
the music director of the

In the late 1970's, his father was
conducting increasingly throeghout
Eurcpe and the United States and
earning good money, though most of
the earnings were claimed, through
fees and taxes, by the central govern-
ment of the Soviet Union. The lamily
moved here with two suilcases
apiece and about $200 in cash. There
were severe restrictions on taking
money out of Eston 1t was worth-
less money, anyway," Mr. Jarvi said.
“There was a picture of Lenin on it."

In the United States the Jarvis
were taken in by a series of friends,
first in New Jersey, then in New
York, where the family finally set-
tled. The elder Mr. Jarvi used the
city as a base for his growing inter-
national career until he moved o
Michigan for the Detreit Symphony
post.

Kristjun Jurvi founded the Abso-
lute Ensemble shortly after dropping
cut of the graduate program al the
University of - Mi , which he
found two const g, and movimg
10, New York. T semble, grided
by its collecuve vision, has been
thriving for seven years, In the pro
cess, it has broken up inte the five
subpgroups, cach with its own name
and programming agends,

In addition 1o Scratchband and Ab-
solute Mix, there 1s Architectonics,
which plays original and mudern
compesitions from the conceri-m-
sic tradition. You might hear o piece
by, say, the brainy serialist Milion
Babbitt on vne of these programs.
Another subgroup, called Music in &
Chamber, oflers contempor
even older works, often in w
arrangements.

For example, last March the en-
semble performed Mahler's Fourth
Symphony in an arrangement for 12
instruments by  LEdwin S, o
Schoenberg student, although My
Jarvi substiwted a Yamaha DX-7
electronic keybeoard for the harmon-
um of the original Sten arrange-
ment. This is not as gimmicky as it
sounds. In a review in The New York
Times, Allan Kozinn observed that
the chamber-scale performance “of-
fered such a wransparent, lucid view
of the werk that a listener could sec
how every strand of music fit into the
whole.””

The final group 15 Blood on the
Floor, which takes ns name fron i
title of a dramatic, cutting-edge 90-
minute work by the composer Mark
Anthony Turnage that the ensemble
performs as a simple progran.

But isn't Mr. Jarvi bothered by e
subgroups? Aren’t they what he's
been fighting against? He doesn't
see il that way.

“The different names give each
concert a frame,” he smd. “It's a
good marketing frame lor present-
ers that makes it easier to explain
the individual events.”

“We're nol rying to confuse pes-
ple,” Mr. Jarvi added. ""We're trying
10 get them to trust ws. In a way,
what we play is not the point."

What they play is not the point?
Isn't this attitude at odds with the
ensemble’s mission 1o serve Compos-
©rs? No, Mr. Jarvi explained.

“People coming o see o show
called Scratchband find out that the
Absolute Ensemble is putting on the
show,”” he said. “Maybe they will
hear a work by a conlemparary com-
poser, mixed in, they would never
have listened to otherwise,” he said.
And maybe, he hopes, they will then
take a chance un an Absolute Mix
concert or an Architecionics pro-
gram.

Now that he is in charge of th
Norrlands Opera Company and Sym-
phony Orchestra, My Jarvi wanis to
encourage that audience to move be-
yond catepories as well. But he
tends o move slowly. “You can't
throw a glass of water on the face of
someone who has been sleeping,” he
said,

Tur mow Mr. Jaevi s lookingd Tors
ward 1o the release of seme additon-
al recordimgs by the Almolute Ene
semble on a hip German label called
CCn'C Records, which stands for
Cross Cullure and Contempurary, He
is especially pleased with o new re-
cording featuring the bass trombon-
ist David Taylor and the Absolute
Ensemble performing a vibrant, wild
and hard-driving concerto by the
Swiss-born, New  York coumpose
Daniel Schnyder.

As his interviewer started to pack
and leave, Mr. Jarvi could not stop
talking about his latest discov
for onc, an atbum called *C
ole™ on the CCn'C lahel, presenti
program of Haitian and Swedish tr
ditional music performed by
temporary-music  vocal
fram Sweden called Ar

“Yuu have 10 hear thns,” he saud
He is also amazed by a new Laun pop
record. “Is fantastic,” he sad,
shaking his head in dishelief, 11 1
had @ ehiee, | would start all over
and become a samba guy.”
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