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Llama Butter for tuba and tape by Dennis Báthory-Kitsz. Westleaf Editions W933. RD#2 Box 2770, Cox Brook Road, Northfield, VT 05663. 802-485-3972 phone and FAX. 1993. with cassette $15.00, with DAT tape $21.00; both include shipping.

Of the many tuba and tape compositions this reviewer has performed over the years, nothing even comes close to the uniqueness of Llama Butter. At 23 minutes in length, it is probably the longest tuba and tape piece ever written. It is also one of the most difficut to excecute. In the program notes and staging preface, explicit directions are made concerning the placement and “mood” of the stage. For example, the tubist should be costumed in robes made of rough cloth sitting in a high backed wooden chair. If possible, the tuba should be painted in a non-reflective metal (a stealth tuba), and behind the performer should be a semi-circular cloth covered wall with animal masks, two flickering torches (or discharge globes with dimmer switches) and an optional choreography of 1-6 acolyte dancers, completely silent, moving in the wings and behind the tubist. The tape consists of a variety of sounds including viols tuned in fifths or playing harmonics, the sounds of llamas mating, and other non-electronic sounds. The tuba is required to make many extended technique sounds such as breathing in the tuba, a plethora of undefined pitches and trills, a multitude of multiphonic sounds including several places where the voice is actually lower than the tuba. There is even what amounts to a four-page cadenza eight minutes into the work explicitly written out using standard notation. The range of the part is rather extensive just shy of three octaves from DDb to e-flat1. The voice range actually rises to the top “G” of the treble clef down to the “Bb” on the second line of the bass clef staff effectively eliminating most women from sounding the notated pitches.

At the premiere performance on February 9, 1995 on a faculty recital at Millikin University, the reviewer made several successful compromises with the composer’s  approval, who was in attendance. The lights were actually two halogen lamps from Wal-mart each with dimmer knobs built in and controlled by the two dancers used in this performance. The dancers were allowed to integrate into the audience because of the small hall effectively turning the piece into a 3D performance. A trip to the theatre department costume shop turned up appropriate material which was worn over a black academic gown. A stop watch mounted on the stand and syncronized with the DAT tape upon starting helped timing the various passages which were required to begin and end at specific timings written in the score.

The character of the composition alternates from feeling like one is on Mars with so many seemingly disjointed sounds and tonal palettes vying for attention to an almost serene sense of quietly rocking on a porch watching a sunset. There are long stretches of static material where the visuals of the dancing helps bridge the lack of musical motion and the last 30 seconds of the work is without sound and in darkness.

This piece is not for the fainthearted. It is a fascenating study in multi-media for the tuba and requires much in the way of preparation. Its length almost encompasses an entire half of a recital program. Previous experience with taped pieces is suggested as timing is difficult to work with when a stopwatch is about the only piece of reality connecting the tuba to the tape at times. Hardcore new music fans would love this work and it deserves more performances if for nothing else that so much interpretation is available to the performer.

-Mark Nelson, Millikin University     

