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[bookmark: _GoBack]When the acclaimed young American musician Nico Muhly was invited to be composer-in-residence at Muziekgebouw Eindhoven in the Netherlands, the music hall’s Artistic Manager Frank Veenstra encouraged him to collaborate with whomever he chose. Muhly saw it as a perfect opportunity to continue a dialogue with Teitur Lassen (who uses only his first name professionally); the two had met during the Dutch traveling music festival Cross-linx, where the former was composer-in-residence in 2008. 

Hailing from the Faroe Islands, halfway between Norway and Iceland in the North Atlantic, Teitur has long been a successful pop artist in Europe, winning several Danish music awards, touring internationally, and collaborating with such artists as Seal, Corinne Bailey Rae, and French star Emilie Simon and Nolwenn Leroy. 

Muhly recalls, “Around the time I met Teitur, he had released this album called The Singer, which was the most beautiful and strange thing, really stripped down, and he also had released an album in Faroese. It’s a weird little gem of a thing and it’s one of my favorite albums in the world mainly because it’s so niche. ‘Niche’ isn’t even the right word, it’s so specific, from this tiny country with 35,000 people living in it, speaking this tiny language that is unintelligible, even to Icelandic people. It’s about being from a small place and you realize so much of his life is about this belonging and this alienation and his lyrics are about those things. All this sense of home and away is very active in his work—and in mine.”

Teitur had similarly been drawn to Muhly’s compositions, particularly to his interpretation of the traditional murder ballad “Two Sisters,” on the album Mothertongue. With Sam Amidon on vocals, Muhly deconstructs the well-worn narrative, making the piece about the words themselves, not the progression of the grim tale. The result is hypnotic and unsettling. Teitur says, “I was obsessing about that song. ‘If You Wait,’ on our new collaborative album, came about the same way, a kind of replication of the song that Nico had done, about the intensity of waiting, embracing that embarrassing silence and making music with it.”

That collaborative album, Confessions, was begun during Muhly’s time in Eindhoven, and ultimately recorded with Holland Baroque. The title is both forthright and misleading: no shameful secrets are unearthed, no lurid incidents exposed: These songs are more meditations than revelations, their lyrics inspired by, and sometimes directly culled from, the most innocuous and banal video posts and commentary the pair could find circa 2008 on the then three-year-old YouTube site—”bizarre, anonymous, non-viral under-the-radar YouTube videos that people make,” as Muhly puts it.

“We came up with this premise of boring videos, home videos,” Teitur explains. “It was a time when everyone was posting these meaningless videos. It was just fascinating when we started watching them. And, typical for Nico, he started over-exploring things, sending me videos all the time. We were watching the craziest, most mundane stuff and the more you watched them the more you started to wonder, ‘What is behind this? Why are people doing this?’ They are really saying, ‘This is really beautiful, this is really sick, this is me,’ people confessing things. And that gave us the title for the record.”

“Teitur took a lot of these things,” continues Muhly, “and looked at the comments and imagined the world that these people inhabited. We also solicited some anonymous Dutch videos, people telling us things that are unexpected, including this woman who said ‘I love the smell of my printer in the morning.’ It made me so happy. That smell is so specific. These are not confessions in a dirty way but more like if you went over to a friend’s house 10 minutes before they expected you and you got a glimpse into something private. As a songwriter, Teitur focuses on a little detail or a little gesture, and then one can divine bigger content.”

The lyrics are simple, matter-of-fact, fragmentary, funny, and strange—as compellingly primitive as outsider art—yet they attain a certain dignity paired with the gorgeous and expressive music that Muhly composed and arranged for the young members of Holland Baroque, whose mission is “to convince a large and varied audience of the flexibility and vitality of (Baroque) music.” As Muhly notes, “They perform standing up, and they are as old school as you’d like, but they chewed into this material really gleefully. It was a kind of magic project actually.”
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“They were specialist Baroque people, who dedicated their whole technique to playing in that style,” adds Teitur. “For them it was a nice way to rejuvenate the whole thing and play it from a different angle. I think they were also very turned on by it and thought it was a lot of fun. It was a case of one plus one plus one equals four. Everyone got a lot out of it.”
The juxtaposition of Teitur’s plaintive voice and the ensemble’s elegant playing is often surprisingly moving, calling forth the emotions implicit behind the sketched-in scenarios of the lyrics: there is hope, longing, regret, failure, resolve. A woman faces a stand-off with her cat, stuck in a tree; a man tries to find words to describe what a woman looks like but can only find words to say what she isn’t. A person imagines him- or herself as a sushi roll, trying to make meaningful contact with the diners before being “lifted into their mouths and be broken in two, lying there melting somewhere between the sadness of their tongue and teeth.” Someone waits and waits, and then waits a little longer, anticipating something, anything, to happen. 

Last year Russell Platt of the New Yorker praised Muhly’s “stunning gift for creating, with just a flicker of a gesture, an immediate and unerring sense of atmosphere—a talent that is sustained by his remarkable work ethic and fluency as an all-around musician.” Muhly’s deep passion for Baroque music made the prospect of Confessions even more appealing to Teitur: “I was interested in Baroque songs; I was flirting with it a little bit, mainly those songs like Henry Purcell’s ‘O Solitude,’ writing in that style. This project opened up that world for me. I had accompanied my songs with notated music but I had never been part of writing for an ensemble in that way. So, for me it was the starting point for a lot of things. This project for me felt like a way into this world of notated songs.”

When he began his tenure at Eindhoven, Muhly says, “I knew I wanted to work with this Baroque ensemble. The distance between contemporary listening and baroque music is one of the most heartbreaking and interesting things. Most of the music I like is from the 17th century or before. It’s a tradition that never stopped—a small tradition, a specific one. There something incredibly direct about Baroque music and Baroque instruments. Oftentimes when I am working with modern string players, it takes a lot of written instructions to get them to do what a Baroque player would pick up a violin and do naturally. I find that incredibly moving. It’s like someone finally speaks your language fluently, rather than trying to constantly translate what’s in your head through a bunch of mediating forces. But it also posed a different challenge. Baroque musicians aren’t accustomed to the sorts of rhythms attendant to contemporary music, and that brought another interesting tension to the project.”

The original four songs from Eindhoven worked so well that Teitur and Muhly continued writing. By 2009, they had a concert-length piece comprising the 14 songs on Confessions. Muhly, Teitur, and Holland Baroque toured the Netherlands, performing the piece with the videos that inspired it projected behind the players. But, as this recording of Confessions illustrates, the videos are merely a jumping-off point. The music conjures an odd and vivid environment all its own. 

Muhly recounts, “We performed Confessions all over the Netherlands; it was this oddball thing. This could not have been made any other place than Eindhoven, to be given the time, the space, the resources and the freedom to do this. I was pinching myself—we can have as much rehearsal as we want? The institutional support you get in the Netherlands is crazy. They were so generous with time and with resources.” 

At the conclusion of their tour, Muhly, Teitur, and Holland Baroque recorded Confessions, with no real plan as to when and how it might be released. The years between its recording and its release have arguably imbued Confessions with an even greater poignancy. These stories drawn from the internet of 2008 seem quainter, more innocent and folksy than the more calculated, metric driven streams of content flooding YouTube and other outlets now—music from the distant world of eight years ago.

—Michael Hill
image1.jpg
nonesuch

\9)




