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In recent years, Portland, Oregon, has earned a reputation as one of the capitals of indie rock, boasting musicians such
as The Decemberists, Sleater-Kinney, the Shins, M. Ward, the late Elliott Smith, Dandy Warhols, and Pink Martini. But the
city also reverberates to a surprisingly robust “new music” / postclassical music undercurrent, and recently, the two
streams seem to be converging.

Classical to Post-Classical

The most established new music groups grew out of the city’s classical
music institutions. The most prominent ensemble, Third Angle, which just
celebrated its 20th anniversary, has commissioned more than 20 new
works (many by Northwest composers), sponsored residencies by
composers such as Steve Reich, Chen Yi, and Zhou Long, collaborated with
dancers and videographers, and performed works by many of the leading
American new music composers, including Portlanders David Schiff and
Tomas Svoboda. Though it regularly performs at Reed College and the
downtown performing arts center, some of its most fascinating concerts

have happened in such unlikely spaces as a glass factory and a bank
lobby. Its first concert this season (Oct. 27-28) features a newly
commissioned score by Vivek Madalla for the classic King Vidor film Wild
Oranges.

Like Third Angle, Fear No Music draws its members from the Oregon Symphony and other classical orchestras, and also
presents music by 20th- and 2 1st-century composers. This septet is a bit smaller than Third Angle, whose six-member
core can expand to 15 or more members when necessary. It performs in downtown churches, at Portland State
University, and, last year, in the performance space at the advertising firm of Wieden + Kennedy, which also hosts many
events in the city’s annual Time Based Arts festival.
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The major classical organizations play contemporary music only occasionally, although the Oregon Symphony is set to
debut Oregon composer Robert Kyr's Symphony No. 13 in the spring. Portland choral groups have been more
adventurous: the Oregon Repertory Singers (for which Kyr served as composer-in-residence) have commissioned or
debuted almost 20 new American works since 1980, and the David York Ensemble performs new music as well as old.
The 60-year-old Portland Chamber Orchestra has scattered 20th century music throughout its recent programs, including
this year's debut concert featuring Viktor Ullmann’s 1944 one-act anti-fascist opera, The Emperor From Atlantis, and the
world premiere of Ofer Ben-Amots’s Klezmer Concerto, featuring the dazzling David Krakauer on clarinet. PCO’s next
show, in January, features two more world premieres.

Local classically trained composers also find outlets in a couple of regular
concert series. Seventh Species, a composers’ collective led by Gary
Noland that migrated from Berkeley to Eugene and then to Portland, will
often showcase a dozen composers’ works (usually performed by the
composers themselves or a few local musicians) and frequently include
“older masters” such as Debussy, Schonberg, Messiaen, etc. The New
West Electro Acoustic Music Organization (NWEAMO) started in Portland,
where its founder, Joseph Waters, once taught college. He's moved on to
San Diego, yet maintains the series in both cities, and this year expanded it
to New York as well. NWEAMO'’s definition of new music also includes

laptop composers and music that brings in jazz, hip hop, and other
contemporary influences; it happily blurs the line between classical- and
pop-influenced avant garde music.

Some of the Seventh Species composers record for North Pacific Music, a Portland-based record label founded by
composerJack Gabel that’s one of the city’s most important new music institutions. Gabel himself is a fine
electroacoustic composer who often writes for dance. One of North Pacific’s newest groups, the East West Ensemble led
by flutist Tessa Brinckman, specializes in Pacific Rim music (it includes a koto player) and is one of the most appealing
new music groups to emerge in the Northwest in years.

College bound

Many of these composers and musicians also frequently perform two hours south in the college town of Eugene, home of
the University of Oregon. The UO music school hosts a strong composition program, headed by Kyr, that includes a
biennial new music festival (this year featuring Veljo Tormis), a new music performance series, a performance series for
composition students, Future Music Oregon (an electronic music program run by composer Jeffrey Stolet), and
percussion ensembles led by Prof Charles Dowd that play almost exclusively contemporary music by composers such as
Portland native Lou Harrison, Frank Zappa, and other 20th century composers. UO music students have also founded a
number of new music ensembles over the years that play student works as well as 20th century classics at campus
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concert venues. The university also hosts the Oregon Bach Festival, which has sponsored performances (often U.S.
premieres) of music by, among others, Osvaldo Golijov, Tan Dun, Arvo Pért, and Krzysztof Penderecki, and a biennial
composers symposium, directed by Kyr, that’s hosted teaching residencies by those composers and others, such as
George Crumb and Lou Harrison.

The Eugene Symphony under music director emerita Marin Alsop won a
reputation as a haven for contemporary music and seemed poised to
continue it during Giancarlo Guerrero’s tenure, when his second season
featured music and appearances by John Corigliano, Jennifer Higdon,
Aaron Jay Kernis, and John Adams. Pickings have been slimmer of late,
however, save for an all-Michael Daugherty concert last year. Touring new
music types like the Kronos Quartet, Rachel’s, Invert, Laurie Anderson, and
others have made infrequent appearances at local concert halls. But a new
scene appears to be coalescing around Eugene’s three-year-old Downtown
Initiative for the Visual Arts (DIVA), an arts institute that has hosted a steady
stream of increasingly prominent noise and improv musicians, multimedia
productions, and local avant garde composers.
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