Boris Kovač, Tajj Kvartet, New Ritual Group and friends – Kolarčeva zadužbina, 25th of January 2011.
I don’t know how many times I’ve seen Boris Kovač live, following his journey from the abstract, meditative states, through frenetic expression, till tavern’s dance and … back.
Boris Kovač has recently published a double CD with new version (reversions?) of his chamber compositions with complex ambitious pieces of music and with easiness of reading, which came with the passing of the years – really impressed me. In the interview, we did for Jazzin with him (don’t know why Nikola didn’t sign himself as well when he did more than half of the job), we tried to dig a little bit of how is going to look a live performance, and this sounded promising: “ I hope that passion (…) this time as well, will be motivator on this concerts, too. The musicians I work with are not simply readers of notes. They are great performers, the artists of interpretation.” After all, year after year Kovač became more theatrical, connecting his interest in theatre music with topics with which he’s constantly/obsessively working on. 
The concert at the Kolarac was certainly the most massive Kovač’s involvement that I have seen so far. The performances with LADAADA also included a great number of artists on stage, but here we saw even fifteen artists that managed to connect Kovač’s offer of remarkably thoughtful chamber music without sutures, with dance atmosphere from earlier phases of his career.
For the beginning – women (if we don’t count oboe player Vladimir Puškaš), the quartet TAJJ moved through Winter Song, to the (very) old Quasi Beguine showed Kovač’s debt to composers like Carl Stalling, mixing exciting pizzicato moments with playful string themes. Since twenty years Boris Kovač likes dynamical counterpoints. A year later, starting from then, Boris Kovač, however engaged himself with complex whirl of compositions, “Anamnesys”, “Ecumenical Mysteries”, which was revised on the last year’s album “Chamber Music”, that was performed at this concert in a shortened version. It is a big thing to go back to the music that you left at a very special time and to give it a really new meaning. I think, don’t we forget that with this (quasi)(ecumenical) liturgy Kovač tried to stop the war. This could be taken as a naive thing but you can’t dispute his ambitiousness.
Of course, two decades of relatively bad news make wonders for perspective, but the subsequent smart-mind doesn’t necessarily mean that is cynic so this reading of “Ecumenical mysteries” was quite stunning, led with decomposed rays of light of a harp and voices of Svetlana Spajić and Milica Šujica. Moreover, we can freely say that with her hard sobs (while rejecting to read the notes) Svetlana woke up Kovač’s two decades old vision of Plato’s “real world lit with sunshine”, while exchanges of Šujic’s mezzo-soprano, Kovač’s bass clarinet, violin of Aleksandra Krčmar and Saša Panić’s bassoon made her entirely fresh, almost like we never heard it before. Kovač’s son Lav, with Slobodanka Stević’s piano provided measured marsh pulse’s/pulsing, and Kovač enlisted himself in a club ’chief’s of orchestra where sons play percussions’ in which are already Ornette Coleman and… er… Emir Kusturica?
The second part of the concert has given us a new versions of old chamber compositions but also some pieces done for the new album that still isn’t out on sale – Catalogue of Memories. Shorter compositions and more shifts between musicians rise the dynamics but Kovač in this phase does not try to reach temperatures inherent to his dance orchestra’s. Interplays of the voices, oboe’s and Kovač’s wind’s, here as well, led the compositions, whereas the follow-up to which has been added double bass and guitar was fairly laid across the stage.
In moments like this, Kovač’s music is closest to something that we can call the taste of the masses (without exaggerate snobbism while stating this, please), with recognizable folklore motives that promote through thick layers of repeating basic topics and variations within. Pannonian western, as my colleague Mićun said, is really there to project mental pictures on the wall behind the musicians, but there is one important thing that dramatically separates Kovač from the major number of musicians that operate in the field of (contemporary) ethno/world composition in this area.  
 That thing is Kovač’s obsession with the meaning of music. As the most abstract art, as he said himself in the linked interview, music gives to great number of authors smoke screen behind which they can hide the lack of meaning. With Kovač, a man whose interest in epistemology and human thought is in general the field where his music comes from, there is excess of meaning.
On the other hand, for decades Kovač has been overflowing his own concept and providing to music to live above meaning, carrying it but not being its slave. („Music is such a superior media that its comparison to the idea, i.e. construct of reason that can be explained by words, is cutting your own wings. However, author whose piece does not have an authentic concept suggests only that he’s borrowing it from some other author, because behind every art piece stands some concept.”) This is a delicate balance and it is very obvious the “price” an author (and also the performer) of that music pays for it. Kovač’s performances are always a mix of nervous tension and ecstatic liberations, even now when his music is most calm, most wondering.
On the third side, Kovač is almost damned by his connection with the field on which he grew. I do not think of it in some special abstract way – simply, we are talking about a man that could have had a successful international career if he only was less bound to his own region. Let’s take for example the fact that during his stay in Slovenia during… the war, Kovač was a very prolific author of music for theatre. For the first time in his career, therefore, this man had an unbroken flow of new businesses for respectable media with which he, after all, in the 80’s had tight connections. Some other people would stay in that Slovenia or they would use it tomorrow as a springboard for building an international career in Austria, and the day after tomorrow to earn great money and to end up to become a lecturer on in some great conservatory in Germany. But not Kovač, who returned to Vojvodina to make music which seems to spring out from the ground when it is heard.
Yet, that’s why the music he makes and performs is so special, because Kovač, let’s not forget that, always takes risks. Not only that he performs his own compositions, dancing like possessed, screaming, singing and commanding agitated to the rest of the musicians, but also his impudent mixing of gracious chamber pieces with tavern’s dance and folk music is always on the razor's edge where from one side the dry postmodern theory is awaiting, and from the other side there’s caricature. And always, at least until now, balancing is paid off and Kovač’s authority for binding 2/4 Balkan Jazz and Russian pathos with oriental passion, Pannonian elegy and passion of Argentine’s tango that leads the listeners (and the viewers) along the sharp edge into the safety and the noble blessing of music that is still trying to save us.

After all, Kovač himself in the end steps down from the stage and walks through the audience, playing his soprano saxophone, reddish in the face, breath almost gone, showing  us that with him we have nothing to fear. In that moment it is hard not to believe in the healing power of the music, besides that has been demonstrated few minutes before when the whole audience applauded to a disciplined drunk men who has been led by the security out of the hall. 
“Maybe the art exists, but I don’t believe in that”, this cynical, but releasing words of Baudrillard were put in the mouth of Warhol. “Maybe we don’t deserve the salvation”, says Boris Kovač, performing his false liturgy interrupted by dance pieces, “but I don’t believe in that”. Respect.
