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PROGRAM NOTES

I met Ginsberg in 1973 when at 22, I first came to New York. I stayed at his
apartment on 10th St and Avenue C, and occasionally accompanied him in his
public readings.  Encouraging me to compose, he brought home a Farfisa organ
and that was my first experience with an electronic instrument. He also
introduced me to Buddhism with the chanting of  mantras and meditation. Albeit
unconventional, some form of  mentoring took place and I have always felt
deeply connected to his life and work. I interpreted his texts from the point of
view of  Mahayana—the “great path” of  compassion, in the sense of  caring for
humanity at large. In his poems, I heard his voice (Allen, baritone), and other
voices in his head, extensions of  his consciousness: I created the characters of
the muses Freedom (soprano) and Compassion (mezzo soprano) to interact
with him. Generally, I stayed very close to Allen’s train of  thought, alternatively
introspective and expansive, edgy, playful or lyrical, sometimes triggering hints
of  different musical styles, but twice removed, never as direct quotes. It was
like making film music with images provided by his consciousness - until the
melody found its way of  taking over: I broke free from the obvious narrative
over music approach, every word is sung, even the most unlikely.

In Waking in New York, Allen Ginsberg is represented in the later part of  his life,
often reflecting on his aging body and how long he has left to live.  He is
immersed in a continuous dialogue with Freedom and Compassion – freedom
as the very essence of  his style (stream-of-consciousness form), and compassion
as what drives his concerns (content). Ginsberg sees other people’s lives and
feels for them. He switches back and forth between the concrete and the abstract,
the emotional and the intellectual, with outbursts of uninhibited lyricism and
mini-dramas, in the unique and colorful texture that reflects his personality.

In Act I, Ginsberg is what Buddhists call “being ordinary,” just living his life
day after day, moment by moment, focused on the present.  From his apartment
in the East Village, he is transparent: he tells us everything, his state of  mind,
his bodily functions, his illnesses, his food, his work, his political causes, all in
the same breath (May Days 1988). And suddenly, he stops to look at the beauty
of  a tree or the odd shape of  a rooftop. He finds poetry in an exhaust pipe!
(Lunchtime).  He goes out and tells stories about the people who live in his
building—the Russian landlady, the concentration camp survivor, the girl who
had the car accident, the junkie—and the odd mix of  characters who inhabit
his neighborhood, from winos to yuppies (The Charnel Ground).

The second act opens with Allen’s humorous, brief  a cappella Personals Ads,
wittily relating to his sexual orientation. In Act II, Allen expresses his love of
life. His thoughts are focused on the values that he believes in: sincerity (Jumping
the Gun on the Sun), individuality (Manhattan Thirties Flash), love (Song): “The
weight of  the world is love,” and compassion (Waking in New York). A down-to-



earth, occasionally satirical vision of  the world alternates with moments of
deep emotion and grand lyricism. Waking in New York, the actual poem, is broken
into in three separate parts: part one contains a hymn to New York: “O New
York, O now our bird” and a reference to the Kennedy assassination.  Part two
has the “child, poking his black head out of  the womb, like the pupil of  an eye”
in gospel style. Part three ends the piece with a hymn to the future of  humanity:
“That all beggars be fed, all dying medicined, all the loveless tomorrow be
loved, well come and be balm.”

—ELODIE LAUTEN

Cast of  characters:
Freedom Soprano

Compassion Mezzo Soprano
Allen Ginsberg Baritone
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May Days 1988 (I)
Day after day
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