Boris Kovač – Chamber Music (Long Arms Records/ B92)
If all Serbian composers revisited their old pieces like Kovač does, nobody would even heave to write new music
Uroš Smiljanić

In a way, all the music done by Boris Kovač in the past two decades can be described as chamber music. The fine detail, the subtle control over the dynamics, the elegant pacing of his pieces, all these are features of music that is out to seduce your heart as well as your intellect and spirit. 
Prepared well through jazz and avant-garde adventures of the seventies and eighties as well as rigorous studies of the crucial philosophical teachings of western civilization, Kovač now creates on the thin middle ground between challenging cerebral problems and romantic music that aims to cure. Chamber Music, this year’s double CD is perhaps the best marriage of these two tendencies of his in this decade. 
In contrast to La Danza Apocalyptica Balcanica Ensemble that employed charming dancing elegance in an intent to alleviate some of the injuries incurred by this geographical area at the tail end of the last century, flirting with cabaret, passionate tango and folk music, Kovač’s music on offer on the current album is notably more complex, more demanding even. Anamnesis, Ecumenical Mysteries is a cycle of compositions written in 1992, based on Plato’s concept of remembering the real world (the one the Sun shines upon), and is in a way Kovač’s reply to the violent conflict in the region at the time as well as the (quasi)religious background of the most recent Balkans Wars. Originally released in 1996 on the Canadian label Victo, in its new version Anamnesis is a more mature reading of the score that was always pregnant with passion, but also with doubt, heavy on emotion but with emphasis on cerebral control over emotion. 
The Sunny Orchestra treats the score carefully, with measured gestures and with Kovač who approaches his own music trying to extract the echoes accumulated through listening to and thinking about the original score over almost two decades. Four parts of the score are shorter in their new versions (except for the finale) and they sound clearer, the questions that the author was asking himself now resolved through efficient, assured gestures. This is still music of an intellectual trying to speak in non verbal terms, of a grown man reaching to his inner child but also to his inner female but has grown even more subtle in the meantime. The fine alto of Svetlana Spajić and mezzo-soprano of Milica Šuica gently flow over Saša Panić’s bassoon, mix with the cello of Timea Kalmar or Kovač’s saxophones though phrases and narratives sometimes almost naïve in their beauty, only to grow conscious of their own fragility in the following moment, conscious of their illogical existence in the world where simple living demands healthy doses of spite and struggle. 
The other CD of this package is performed by the TAJJ string quartet with additional percussions and oboe and is a kind of a retrospective of Kovač’s career from the last decade and a half. The new versions of commissioned or spontaneously written scores, rearranged and refreshed, profit from having their author give them the deep critical analysis just as much as the scores from the first disc. In his liner notes, Kovač emphasises that the underlying topic of these pieces is “a highland” despite him being born, bred and living in Pannonian flatlands. But you can hear what he means: a certain distance from the world (and the society) even in the pieces where the dancing is at its hottest, a certain long, thoughtful stare at realities that do not seem so real from all that distance. 
Dances and Ballads from the Highlands is the more versatile part of this package and, comparatively speaking, more likely to let its hair down, stuffed with moments of light-hearted beauty (and even humour!!!) that managed to creep into Kovač’s music over the years, as heard in the new versions of fifteen years old folksy takes on dance routines (Quasi Waltz or Quasi Salsa that we remember from the Play on String album), but especially in what we can see as the definite version of the powerfully disarming The Last Balkan Tango.
Kovač’s vision of music is unique in our cultural environment in how it takes strange bedfellows and then makes them marry each other, like constant rational dilemmas and existential questions of thinking persons and intellectuals on one side of the equation and traditional, pre-rational folk music that has repeated the same questions and answers for decades and centuries on the other. Chamber Music is astonishingly convincing in how it examines the fascinating career of an author who has never made music because he likes it but because this is his only way of staying afloat in the world that never seems to be the real one, the one the Sun shines upon. As a way to tie off the loose ends before launching a new project with a freshly-founded New Ritual Ensemble (itself a variation on old Kovač’s Ritual Nova Ensebmle), this album is also a promise that the best is yet to come even if it’s “merely” a revision of music already written.
