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suspect that 1t 1s the combination of the piece itself with 
Brooks's playing that made me absolutely hate it. 

Wolff's Bread and Roses is a very grim, avantgarde 
improvisation on the original, and Brooks played it very 
aggressively. It 1s fragmented, as with most of Wolff's 
music. stopping and starting in an uneasy pattern. as well 
as dragging out and playing around little bits of the tune. 
Some may say that this is exactly the function of the piece, 
but I was annoyed throughout by the contradiction of all 
these composers and students sitting around in an art 
gallery listening to a corruption of what they think is 
workers' music. This brings into question the assumption in 
Wolff's working prlnc1ple: that demystification is a natural 
result of the e.xposure of a dilemma. You cannot really 
·expose' a dilemma unless you actually create the situation 
that brings It about. In Woltt's position all you can do is to 
change the context in which the dilemma is seen 
sufficiently to disable whatever functional relationship the 
components of the dilemma were in , and thereby unmask it. 
Analysing it in this way (as opposed to Wolff's approach) 
seems to show that the exposure of a dilemma can be seen 
as a negative action. an undoing rather than a doing. I tend 
to see Bread and Roses as an undoing. 

Happily, Brav,erman Music is easier on the ear and holds 
promisee as a very nice piece of music (given a very 
restrained if large ensemble to play it). The Keele 
Contemporary Chamber Players? played the piece very well, 
but with a touch of the avantgarde empty climax. thus 
g1v1ng it dynamics it could easily do without. The dynamics 
in the score are left free: I do not see why. 

Harry Braverman was an American worker who wrote a 
book called Labor and Monopoly Capitalism. Braverman 
Music 1s a work in two parts. The first part is a series of little 
pieces rather s1m1lar to the Exercises in shape, but not 
using Wolff's single stave notation or the device of pauses 
between phrases. This gives the part a richer and more 
melodic sound. more sustained and, I should think, to many 
ears more confident. The second part is a song (this 
originated in the concentration camps during the last war) 
followed by a variation. The variation is treated in Wolff's 
fragmentary style. similar in concept to the way he treats 
Bread and Roses, but altogether more coherent than that 
piece. The writing 1s strong and economically dynamic, the 
wind instruments forming a unison backdrop to the 
punctuation of piano and marimba. Rhythmically, the music 
is fairly interesting. developing into some concise but rich 
contrapuntal structures. 

Wolff's other appearances during his stay in London from 
October 1977 to April 1978 were a lecture at the ICA on 
April 12 and a major concert at Riverside Studios on April 
2 7. It is interesting to compare what was said in the lecture 
directly with the concert. Wolff uses quotes such as Charles 
Seegers 'Art is always and inevitably a social function ... it 
is propaganda ... the better the propaganda the better the 
art is.' The comparison shows an obvious correlation and 
also major contradictions. but again this seems to be a 
position Wolff is quite happy to hold. 

At the ICA Wolff used the Seeger quote, and also quoted 
from Hanns Eisler, Raymond Firty and Cornelius Cardew. 
He coherently pointed out the logic in much of both 
Cardew's and Frederic Rzewski's thinking, and re-stated 
his general position in terms of these people, again talking 
about exposing contradictions and turning them to useful 
ends. Again, I cannot see this as being adequate; again, the 
contradictions are being exposed and, again, very little is 
happening to turn those contradictions to useful ends. 

The concert began with Ives' Piano Trio and then 
continued with a sequence of three solo pieces: two 
versions of Bread and Roses. the piano version from the Air 
Gallery concert and a violin version (1977), and the first 
performance of Cello Song Variations -Alleluia /'ma Bum 
(1978) which starts as a Baptist hymn and disintegrates 
into a bit of virtuoso avantgarde cello playing.8 The whole of 
the second half of the concert was taken up with Changing 
the System ( 1972).9 This piece presents four different kinds 
of activity from, in this case three. quartets playing four· 
note chords together, passing notes around from player to 
player inside the group, playing chords on a variety of 
percussion instruments or speaking a text by Tom Hayden 
about the need to change the political system. This way, in 
theory, the groups provide an overall sound of melody and 
accompaniment. The internal cueing in the 'swopping 
notes· sections is interesting. depending on the players' 
alertness as much as anything. 
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However, there is a contradiction inside this piece 
between potentiality and actuality, the former being drifting 
chords set inside two differing slow rhythms from the other 
two groups, the latter an avantgarde string section working 
against the small collection of instruments which made up 
one of the other groups. Weaknesses were exposed in both, 
but not in an interesting or unusual way. One mistake was 
the use of a well-defined traditional sound which was very 
strong (the tried and tested combination of violin, viola, 
cello and piano) with what was in this situation a much less 
well-matched group of instruments (including electric 
organ and accordion). a group that could be very interesting 
outside this context. The combination of the groups tended 
to prevent them mixing. Again, as with much of Wolff's 
music, the dynamics (as played) had a broad range, 
something that tended to fragment the playing inside each 
group and to obscure the process. The tr ills and pizzicatos 
from the 'string section' were very annoying; and as I am of 
the opinion that this performance was a failure, I would 
point to those fragmentation aspects that the performers 
introduced (rather than those prescribed by the score) as 
the source of the weakness. 

The percussion group seemed to have more idea of what 
was actually happening to the piece during the 
performance. Led by Brendan Major, who 'talked' them 
through a couple of false starts, they began to bang out a 
steady if oblique rhythm on a noisy collection of percussion 
instruments. They were uninhibited, 1t seemed, and at least 
made the concert memorable even if not on a musical level. 
Changing the System proceeded through various 
permutatio.ns of instrumental playing. speaking and 
percussion playing until it finally trickled to a halt. It was a 
rather unsatisfactory way to end this series of Wolff 
concerts. I felt that careful choice of musicians and 
instrumentation could have improved the performance of 
the pieces to a level that would have fully realised the 
potential within the scores. As it was. I did like much of 
Exercises, Braverman Music and something I have not 
mentioned yet. from the ICA lecture: a tape of Wobbly Music 
(1975) which interested me because of the sound as much 
as anything. There seemed to be real difference between 
the use of the instruments and their treatment here and the 
music featured in the concerts, but I do not know the details 
behind this recorded performance. so I will leave it at that. 

Wolff's music leaves us. then, on the horns of a few 
compositional and socio-musical dilemmas. but with little 
real clue as to how to disengage from that position. At least 
Wolff puts his music where his mouth is, and one cannot 
help but admire him for that. However, the music does not 
seem to be getting anywhere. 

NOTES: 
1From an Air Gallery press release for the old Campiello 
Band (now the Michael Nyman Band). The word 'abrasive· 
is important. 
2More experimental if the performers were doing this from 
a no rehearsal. semi-improvisatory Interpretation. 
3The members of the ensemble were Christian Wolff. 
Jeremy Peyton-Jones. Hugh Davies, Dave Smith, John 
White. Andrew Poppy, Keith Potter. Paul Robinson, Ben 
Mason and Alexandra Robinson. 
4 Christian Wolff. quoted in the concert's press release. 
51bid. 
&According to the Air Gallery press release Braverman 
Music is a 'work in progress'. 
7The Keele Contemporary Chamber Players were Peter 
Sargent. Sue Miller, Rob Nash, Adele Zalicks, Jane Hacker. 
Mike Roach and Mike Evans. 
&The musicians were Douglas Young (piano). Elizabeth 
Perry (violin) and Rohan de Saram (cello). 
9The musicians were Elizabeth Perry. Hussain Mohamed, 
Rohan de Saram, Douglas Young, Christian Wolff, Dave 
Smith. Keith Potter. Howard Skempton. Jill Box-Granger, 
Julia Eisner, Chris Fitkin and Brendan Major. 
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