Letter from New York

THE CLOSING of two music stores in New York
marks the end of an era: Joseph Patelson Music
House, located in a Victorian-era carriage house
near Carnegie Hall and Manny’s Music on 48th
Street. A few years ago I took a temp job which
supposedly entailed ‘working at the U.S. Open,’
only to discover that I was expected to cover the
desk and phones at a brokerage firm while all
the bosses visited their corporate box seats at
the U.S. Open. I took solace in discovering
Patelson’s around the corner during my lunch
hour—a vast repository of classical sheet music
arcana neatly archived and lovingly tended by a
crew of knowledgeable shop assistants. Its
wooden shelves were ordered by thick pale green
cardboard dividers, with titles and composers’
names handwritten in black felt-tip marker.
They had scores for every wind, string, brass
and percussion instrument, and, of course,
music for classical guitar.

Think of an American version of 84 Charing
Cross Road dressed up as a classical sheet
music store. Now shuttered and dusty, its
creaking floorboards finally fallen silent,
Patelson’s marks the end of a 60-year-long love
affair with those who treasure the possibility of
breathing life, sound and emotion inherent
within the printed page. Blame this fickleness
on the quick-fix nature of all that can be
obtained easily through the internet, from
strings to sheet music and guitars. Such con-
venience sadly takes for granted the enjoyable
pursuit of those sideline adventures, unexpect-
ed discoveries and intriguing exchanges which
come only as a result of making tangible contact
with all that can be found in a music store,
including well-informed help. It must be added
that men and women alike who frequented this
shop used to have the most amazing Classical
Music Hair—best described as a Beethoven-
esque tousle, as if to convey a madly obsessed
intellectual intensity radiating outward through
one’s follicles or else a musical urgency which
precludes ever combing one’s hair in the morn-
ing.

Patelson’s Music House had started as a dis-
count music shop run by a man named Cook
who bequeathed the place upon his death to his
sales assistant, a 29-year-old Joseph Patelson.
Patelson relocated the shop from Cooper Square
to its present location during the mid-1940s.
From 1947 up to Patelson’s death in 1992, the
shop boasted star customers such as Paul
McCartney, Aaron Copland, Frank Sinatra,
Woody Allen and Isaac Stern. The business was
taken over in the early 90s by Patelson’s son; he
died of cancer in 2004 and left his wife, a cellist,
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to struggle valiantly to keep the place open.
Unfortunately, she eventually had to admit to
the realities of not only the recession but also of
a shifting marketplace which demands music
publishers sell directly by mail or download
while competing with a number of websites
which provide free access to works within the
public domain.

Manny’s Musical Instruments, located on 48th
Street between Sixth and Seventh Avenues in
the heart of Music Row just off Times Square,
had for weeks been on the verge of closing
thanks in part to rumours of a real estate devel-
opment group which purchased that side of the
block with plans to raze and rebuild with com-
mercial interests. This, in addition to its owner
Paul Ash’s uncertainty of maintaining the store,
eventually led to its closure. In early June, it
was announced that the historic Manny’s will be
converted into one giant Sam Ash guitar shop.

Manny's, which opened on this site in 1935,
has been the number one stomping ground in
New York for professional musicians including
Charlie Parker, Buddy Holly, Benny Goodman,
Jimi Hendrix, The Beatles, Bob Dylan, Bob
Marley, Pat Metheny, James Brown, Bo Diddley,
U2 and Nirvana. The photographs inscribed
with personal notes by a number of musicians
will be removed from the walls and placed in
storage.

Also, New York’s Tin Pan Alley, a group of five
four-storey brownstones located on West 28th
Street in Chelsea have been sold so that brand
new high rise can stand in their place. The
buildings on this site happen to be the ones
where songwriters such as Irving Berlin, George
Gershwin, Cole Porter, Scott Joplin and Fats
Waller created much of their work. Tenants of
these buildings are currently filing an appeal to
the city for these buildings to become designat-
ed historical landmarks.

The American Composers Orchestra ended its
2008-2009 season with the return of Conductor
Laureate and ACO founder Dennis Russell
Davies, and the premiere of three new works.
First was percussionist/composer Lukas Ligeti's
Labyrinth of Clouds, with Ligeti performing as
soloist on the electric Marimba Lumina; the
piece sounded like joyful, slippery sirens set to
an orchestra. Lukas Ligeti, the son of the
Hungarian composer, Gyorgy Ligeti, favors a
broad musical palette which incorporates ele-
ments of jazz, electronica, improvisation and
African music in his compositions.

The evening also featured the U.S. premiere of
Austrian composer Thomas Larcher’s piano con-
certo, Bése Zellen (Malignant Cells), inspired by
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images of a Barbara Albert film of the same
title. Musically, the piece is best described
as an intense, burrowing vortex, an emo-
tional tour-de-force on prepared piano,
which was met with a huge audience
response.

ACO’s Music Alive  Composer-in-
Residence Derek Bermel premiered his
piece, A shout, a whisper, and a trace,
inspired by Bermel’s scholarly study of Béla
Bartok’s letters and correspondence with
European colleagues in his later years. The
letters recount his mixed feelings of hope
and despair while struggling with the lan-
guage, cultural barriers and the complexi-
ties of living in New York City. Bermel's
piece easily told the story with tender
humor in the form of tart jazz and loony-
tunish blasts, emulating a Broadway con-
fluence of speeding hellcabs and the har-
riedness of the city, broken every so often
by lugubrious trombone squawks.

The final piece of the evening was Robert
Beaser’s Guitar Concerto, performed by Eliot
Fisk. Beaser, who has served as the ACO’s
Artistic Director since 2000, also serves as
chairman of the composition department at
Juilliard. His Guitar Concerto is his first
work of its kind to be performed by ACO
since 1999, the fulfillment of an idea which
he and Fisk had entertained since first meet-
ing as freshmen at Yale College in 1972.
Filmmaker Jeremy Robins recorded a short
but humorous Composer Portrait: Robert Beaser,
which prefaced the piece’s performance with a
behind-the-scenes glimpse at their friendship,
with Beaser making last minute touches to the
score onscreen as Fisk ran through its pages,
feeling through the notes.

Beaser is quoted as saying, ‘The Concerto is
cast in a traditional three-movement form and
I have kept the orchestra lean for a host of
practical reasons, such as balance and porta-
bility. It is meant to pay homage to early lute
music and to Ravel—who himself paid homage
to Couperin—evoking an earlier style and syn-
thesising it into a new expressive language.
There’s a thin line between what’s spectacular
and what’'s impossible. Fortunately, with Eliot,
there’s not much that isn’t possible.’

The piece, which runs some 22 minutes
long, is comprised of solo guitar with two
flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons,
two horns, two trumpets, trombone, two play-
ers on percussion and strings. The guitar
part opens with a flamenco-like rasqueado
flourish and features the guitar as an orches-
tral microcosm against the orchestral macro-
cosm, like nested boxes exchanging a fluid
angularity in terms of melody. The piece’s
first movement requires hitting the strings
with the right hand, and, in addition to the
rasqueados, the guitar part also incorporates
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Eliot Fisk.

harmonics, arpeggios and fretboard runs
articulated in call and response structure to
the orchestral part. The second movement
features a more legato bass and the third and
last movement marks itself on the guitar with
hammer-ons in a biting rhythm.Guitar
Concerto, if a bit traditional in its structure
and the expectation of a Spanish flavour from
the guitar itself, is a welcome addition to lit-
erature for guitar and orchestra.
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