BCMG Wendeberg review musical Marxists short on
revolutionary zeal
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n Britain, the country in which he spent more than half his life, events to mark the
bicentenary of Karl Marx's birth have been low key. Trier, the Rhineland city in which he
was born, has made much more of the anniversary, even including a composing
competition, Wilde Lieder Marx Music, among the special events. Birmingham
Contemporary Music Group were partners in the project, and last weekend in Trier the
ensemble premiered the winning scores, alongside two commissioned for the occasion,
bringing some of them back to the CBSO Centre this week for a concert conducted by Michael
Wendeberg.
The musical responses to the philosopher's life and works were mixed, and distinctly short on
revolutionary zeal. Two of the composers deconstructed his texts – Alistair Zaldua's Manifesto
took passages from the Communist Manifesto, isolating some phrases and giving them a very
diﬀerent spin, while in Letter to H Marx, Sergej Newski used extracts from Karl's 1837 letter to
his father, presenting each fragment in a diﬀerent musical context.

But both were desperately insubstantial, the words spoken or declaimed rather than sung – by
the underused baritone Marcus Farnsworth – and supported by ensemble writing that did little
to enhance them. One of the instrumental pieces, Andrea Portera's Wild Rituals, was equally
disappointing and incoherent, but the other two were at least musically worthwhile, even if
they seemed only tangentially associated with Marx. Frédéric Pattar's Deﬂation – Eine Kleine
Marxmusik strikingly exploited the sprinkling of pitches the piano presents at the start of the
work, while Cecilia Arditto's The Dearest Dream was the most eﬀective of all, exploring the
harmonic spectrum of a single pitch that was coloured and punctuated by the “found” sounds
of everyday objects – electric fans, a sweeping broom. A straightforward idea, stylishly
executed.

Since you’re here…
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the Guardian than ever but
advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. And unlike many news organisations, we
haven’t put up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as we can. So you can see
why we need to ask for your help. The Guardian’s independent, investigative journalism takes a
lot of time, money and hard work to produce. But we do it because we believe our perspective
matters – because it might well be your perspective, too.
The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism is
free from commercial bias and not inﬂuenced by billionaire owners, politicians or
shareholders. No one edits our Editor. No one steers our opinion. This is important because it
enables us to give a voice to the voiceless, challenge the powerful and hold them to account.
It’s what makes us diﬀerent to so many others in the media, at a time when factual, honest
reporting is critical.
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps to support it, our future would be
much more secure. For as little as £1, you can support the Guardian – and it only takes a
minute. Thank you.
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