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ditional and world music.

Perhaps the model of the form
is the Philadelphia Chamber Mu-
sic Society, which has been pre-
senting classical music in a vari-
ety of venues for 22 years.

There are numerous smaller
presenters doing important work
for local and touring groups.
Some are attempting to repre-
sent Philly as a music mecca by
showcasing the city with annual
festivals.

Lifeline Musie¢ Coalition, which
presents semiregular jazz perfor-
mances of a more straight-ahead
variety than Ars Nova Workshop,
will host its fifth West Oak Lane
Jazz and Arts Festival this year,
while several independent rock
presenters have banded together
to create the Popped! Festival, re-
turning for its second year in
April. It's been sealed back from
six to three nights, but this year
will feature The Roots.

Order out of chaos

The modern idea of presenting-
organizations is hardly new,
reaching back at least to the
1970s, when the D.LY. ethic that
arose from punk rock inspired
musicians and fans alike to take
control and stage concerts them-
selves.

But, as Mark Christman, execu-
tive and artistic director of Ars
Nova Workshop, found when he
began attending avant-garde jazz
concerts in Philly in the late "90s,
many of those so-called “organiza-
tions” were hardly worthy of the
name.

“The jazz and improvised mu-
sic community here was very dis-
organized, very grassroots and in-
consistent,” Christman recalled.

An organization called Sweet-
nighter was producing most of
those concerts at the time, and
when its driving force moved
away, Christman dedicated him-
selfto imposing order on the orga-
nization, soon rechristening it
Ars Nova Workshop. Still, he ini-
tially resisted the idea of wholly
embracing the role.

“I fought it for a very long
time,” he explained. “I wasn't con-
vinced that it could be financially
realistic to maintain an organiza-
tion like this and to support this
community. It’s a slow process,
but now we're part of the big
leagues and continually grow-
ing.”

That gradual learning curve,

pointed out Sean Agnew, director
of R5 Productions, was key to the
long-term success of his organiza-
tion. R5 began in 1996, when Ag-
new decided to begin promoting
his own shows after a few months
of assisting other small groups on
thelocal punk scene.

“It was fortunate,” he said, “be-
cause I learned all of my lessons
when things were on a much
smaller level. If mistakes were
made or there weren't enough
people at a show, I wasn't out hun-
dreds or thousands of dollars.”

As R5 has grown, so have many
of the artists it has presented,
and Agnew pointed out that one
advantage of operating out of mul-
tiple venues is that it allows the
promoter-artist relationship to
progress over the years, as bands
sell out smaller spaces and move
tolarger ones.

Though the audiences for R5
shows and those presented by the
Philadelphia Chamber Music So-
ciety would seem to share little in
COMIMon, music soci-
ety executive direc-
tor Philip Maneval
echoed Agnew’s sen-
timents.

“Over the years
we’ve taken a strate-
gie approach,”
Maneval said, “first
presenting  young,
emerging artistsin a
small venue, and as
the audience for that
artist develops, mov-
ing to a slightly larg-
er venue, and finally
putting them on in
the Perelman The-
ater at the Kimmel
Center. It certainly is
not in the best inter-
est of young artists
to put them in a larg-
er hall than they can
fill.”

Space: The
final frontier

Most of the pre-
senters say that they
would prefer ideally
to have their own
venue.

R5 came closest in
1999, when the University of Penn-
sylvania reached out with an of-
fer. After long negotiations, the
deal fell through at the last
minute, was briefly revived under
less-than-ideal circumstances,
and, finally, collapsed. Since then,
R5 has used the First Unitarian
Church, at 22nd and Chestnut
streets, for the bulk of its perfor-
mangces.
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“Ithink that Ars Nova probably
has some identity issues because
it has to travel so frequently,”
Christman said. “With its own
space, it could be doing more pro-
gramming, whether or not
there’s a large enough audience
in Philadelphia that can sustain
that increase.

“I do believe the music is alive

Photos: DAVID MAIALETTI/ Daily News
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Melisa Putz (left), of the PIMA Group, choreographed
a piece performed by (top, from left) Chrissie Lotterer,
Angela Neas, Patricia Dominguez and Dawn Ann
Bryant; Jeffbrownduplex (above), in an R5 show.

and well and being absorbed by a
younger audience and younger
composers and performers, and
that providing them with the op-
portunity and the space to create
and to experiment on an ongoing
basis can only be a healthy thing
for everybody.”

Still, he recognizes the obvious
risks in undertaking such a re-
sponsibility.

“All the research and all the
studies lead us to believe that the
venue is often the most crippling
blow” to small organizations,

Christman said. “It kind of goes
without saying that those arts or-
ganizations in Philadelphia and
beyond that have their own spac-
es are not driven by their mission
anymore, and they become less
relevant as each day passes and
as each heating bill comesin.”

Nurturing the audience

Perhaps the most difficult as-

See PRESENTERS Puge 52



Off the Avenue: Presenting the presenters

» Ars Nova Workshop: Jazz and im-
provised music.

Mark Christman spent his years at
Drexel University commuting to New
York to see jazz artists in the then-
thriving downtown scene. After gradu-
ation, he became involved in the local
jazz community, hoping to bring more
of that music to Philadelphia.

In just under eight years, Ars Nova
Workshop has become one of the most
respected and innovative cultural orga-
nizations in the city, largely on the
strength of Christman’s curatorial vi-
sion and dedication — and lots of volun-
teer hours. Ars Nova presents 40 to 50
concerts a year and has fruitful part-
nerships with venues such as Interna-
tional House and the Rotunda.

COMINGUP

Mary Halvorson Trio (jazz), Phillip Green-
lief (solo saxophone) and Jeremiah Cymer-
man’s Silence and Solitude (experimen-
tal), 8 p.m. Thursday, Rotunda, 4014 Wal-
nut St., free.

Guy Klucevsek and Alan Bern (accordion
duo), 8 p.m.Feb. 22, Trinity Center for Ur-
ban Life, 22nd and Spruce streets, $15.

>» Bowerbird: Experimental music
and dance.

Founded in February 2006, Bower-
bird has already grown out of the
record stores and coffeehouses where
it first held shows and into a variety of
art galleries and historic homes.

In less than two years, the organiza-
tion has presented almost 150 shows,
usually featuring two to four artists.

Founder Dustin Hurt has a classical

music background, having studied
composition prior to discovering ex-
perimental music. Hurt furthered his
influence on the community when he
took the reins of venerable new-music
ensemble Relache earlier this year.

“Overnight,” he said, “Iwent from be-
ing the executive director of a small,
obscure organization to being the exec-
utive director of the oldest new-musie
organization in the city. It changed ev-
eryone’s perception of what Bower-
bird was, simply by association.”

COMINGUP

“New Idioms,” Andrea Neumann,
Stephane Rives, Jack Wright, Benito Cereno
(experimental), 8 p.m. Thursday, Gersh-
manY, Borowsky Gallery, 401 S. Broad St.,
$10.

Polwechsel, “Archives of the North” (ex-
perimental), 8 p.m. Feb. 26, Slought Founda-
tion, 4017 Walnut St., $10.
www.bowerbird.org.

» Crossroads: Traditional world
and folk musie.

Crossroads Music grew out of the
Cherry Tree Music Co-op, an organiza-
tion that presented regular Sunday
night folk concerts at St. Mary’s Church
in West Philly for almost 30 years.

Crossroads began as a collaboration
between Cherry Tree and the Calvary
Center for Culture and Community, it-
self a partnership between West Philly’s
Calvary United
Methodist
Church  and
community
members, to
present month-
ly double bills

Digital-music fans (below) swarm around performer
David Harms (center) after an R5 Productions show;
the video piece “Ultimate Reality” (right) was shown
at the First Unitarian Church; and Bowerbird
executive director Dustin Hurt (above right) looks
on as musicians play at a Powel House presentation.

Photos: JESSICA GRIFFIN / Daily News

of music from diverse Philadelphia com-
munities or musical traditions.

When Cherry Tree disbanded in 2003,
Crossroads became an autonomous pro-
gram of the Calvary Center and finally a
separate organization in September
2007.

Crossroads has presented concerts in
other venues, such as International
House, when size demands are toomuch
or when a concert has to take place on a
Sunday, when Calvary is functioning as
a church. Crossroads presents about 15

concerts ayear.

Daniel Flaumenhaft, Crossroads’ di-
rector, hopes to grow the organization
both at Calvary and elsewhere, so that
touring world-music acts that can’t nec-
essarily fill the Kimmel or Annenberg
centers and who now bypass Philadel-
phia have somewhere toplay.

COMING UP

Unidos da Filadelfia (Brazilian samba) and

See OFF THE AVENUE Page 53
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PRESENTERS
Continued from Page 44

pect of these presenters’ efforts
is competing for audience atten-
tion with all of the other demands
on people’s time and money, espe-
cially given the esoteric nature of
much of the material.

“It’s kind of strange that in
some way we're competing for an
individual’s entertainment dol-
lar,” said Hurt. “Musie, particular-
ly the experimental stuff and
avant-garde jazz, doesn’t fit into
my life the same way. It's more
synonymous with going to an art
gallery. It’s evocative, something
I do for the curiosity I have in my
brain rather than flat-out enter-
tainment.”

To that end, many of these orga-
nizations have formed partner-
ships or presented events that
provide more than just the music
to draw in audiences.

Hurt’s Bowerbird, for example,
has an ongoing relationship with
the Philadelphia Society for the
Preservation of Landmarks,
which preserves and restores his-
toric homes. This relationship
has led to the often incongruous
but compelling site of modern ex-
perimentalists performing in his-
toric Society Hill manses.

One facet that emerges from
conversations with all of these
presenters is personal engage-
ment and dedication to the mu-
sic. There is a serious concern for
nurturing the artistic climate
that gives the directors of each or-
ganization — who in many cases
are the sole curators — a person-
al stake in each performance.

“Although there may be perfor-
mances with very small audienc-
es,” Christman said, “we repre-
sent rigorous innovators and
emerging and esoteric artists.
Not only are they not going to
have any sort of mainstream suc-
cess, but they're not going to
speak to a larger audience be-
cause the music is that challeng-
ing orthat alienating.

“But what I've found is that
many of the events that Ars No-
va’s constituents have found
most memorable are the very inti-
mate, very modestly attended
performances, because they not
only feel as if they've experienced
something very special and
unique, but they've felt a real con-
nection to the musicians, to the
music, to that particular perfor-
mance, and we've done every-
thing we can to facilitate all of
that.” %

Sende-mail to bradys@phillynews.com.
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