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By JoHN PITCHER
WORLD-HERALD STAFFWRITER

Lights flash, smoke rises and the hy-
per-dramatic choral music begins.

Ken Bales, a mild-mannered music
professor at the University of Ne-
braska at Omaha, suddenly morphs into
a nimble, kung fu-twirling master of
ceremonies. Before him stands a pan-
theon of compositional giants. And all
are vying to become the next — cut to
drum roll and echo effects — Iron . . .
Composer. .. OMAHA!

Well, thatis a colorful image.

But unlike its inspiration, the popular
Food Network show “Iron Chef Amer-
ica,” the real “Iron Composer Omaha”
won’t feature strobe lights, smoke ma-
chines or choruses.

There also won’t be any karate-kick-

ing hosts at the Sept. 4 show. And the
contestants won’t wield pots, pans or
meat cleavers. Iron Composers use pi-
anos and laptops loaded with music
software. |

Yet “Iron Composer” will feature a
kind of musical kung fu — speed com-
posing.

“In its own way, it’s as dramatic as
the TV show,” Bales said.

That’s because composers of steel
are different from other music writers.

They work on breathtaking deadlines.

Opera and sympﬁbny' COmMpoSsers
may spend years working on a single

.piece. Commercial composers — those

writing jingles or TV themes, for in-
stance — will spend a few days or even
weeks crafting a tune. Iron composers

- getonly afraction of that time.
Here’s how the competition, part of

the ARTSaha! Festival of contempo-
rary music that runs Sept. 3 through 13,

works.

At 10 a.m. on the day of the contest,
five top young composers will meet for

‘battle at UNO’s Strauss Performing

Arts Center.

The five will learn what instruments
they’ll write for — piano trio, string
quartet, woodwind quintet, whatever.

And like the iron chefs, the iron com-
posers will also receive a secret ingre-
dient — a musical one, such as a lyric,
chord progression or familiar melody.

Then they’ll have five hours to com-

plete a score — including all the instru-
mental parts —for performance.

Musicians from ANALOG, the ART-
Saha! Festival’s ensemble-in-resi-

dence, will rehearse the music in the

See Composers: Page 2
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 Biographies of the five

composers pictured
above.

A complete schedule of
ARTSahal Festival

Find out what it’s like to
pe an “iron composer.”
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Audio clips from all five
iron composer candidates

Three iron composers
write scores based on a
secret musical ingredient.




Composers: They must use ‘secret ingredient
ARTSahal Festival 2008 Schedule

Continuedfrom Page 1
late afternoon and perform it in
concert. A panel of judges will
award three prizes, with the win-
ner getting $500 and the coveted
title “Iron Composer Omaha.”
Bales, whose endowed Robert
M. Spire composing chair at UNO
funds “Iron Composer,” says he

and ANALOG founder Joseph

Drew started the contest to ac-
complish two things.
First, it provides a valuable

twist to the typical composing

face-off.

- “Most competitions emphasize
style and technique only,”

| Bales
said. “But the ability to write on a
tight schedule is also important,
at least if you plan to make a liv-
ing as acomposer.”

Bales says he’s not aware of |

any other composing events em-
phasizing speed.

But a reputation for fast—and
skilled — writing may help up-
and-coming and unknown com-
posers find work.

- “Iron Composer Omaha’s” sec-
ond purpose is to soften the

~ image of dissonant and complex

contemporary classicalanusic.

“What better way to deal with

the intimidation factor of new
music than a TV-show parody,”
Bales said. “We’ve turned the ex-
perience of listening to new mu-
sic into a fun and family-friendly
event.”

A committee of Omaha com-

posers and musicians selected

this year’s “Iron Composer” fi-
nalists earlier this summer from
anational pool of SO hopefuls.
Most became composers be-
cause they hated practicing in-
struments. Most are fiercely

competitive. All of them are big-

fans of “Iron Chef America.” And
all are, well, really fast.
Elizabeth Lim, a 22-year-old

 San Francisco native who will at-

tend New York City’s Juilliard
School in the fall, is grateful for
“Iron Composer Omaha.” She
canbe herself.

“My professors always com-
plained that I composed too fast,”
she said in a recent phone inter-
view. “But what’s wrong with be-
ing passionate and unre-

- strained?”

For Joe Trapanese a
24-year-old New Jersey native,
“Iron Composer” will seem like
another day at the office. He’s a
film and television composer in
Los Angeles.

“Everyone composing music

in the movie business has towrite
fast,” Trapanese said. “Other-
wise you’re fired.”

Composer Greg Simon knews

'he can ‘dash off a sceore. A

22-year-old grad student at the

. University of Colorado at Boul- :

der, Simon recently composed a
multimedia dance piece in 20
minutes:.

“T like the idea of turning off
the filter and composing what-
ever comes tomind,” he said.

Contestant George Lam,
meanwhile, IS a serious com-
poser working on a music doctor-
ate at Duke University. Serious
composers of the past, like Beet-
hoven, often spent months or
years scratching out scores with
quill and ink. But Lam, 26, has a
digital advantage.

“’m a child of the computer
age,” Lam said. “I grew up with
computer-assisted music nota-
tion, and I know how tobang outa
SCOXe

Just about the only thing

Hermes Camacho takes seri-.

ously is composing. The
26-year-old doctoral student at
the University of Texas in Austin

often composes in three- and

four-hour blocks. He jokes that
he’s coming to Omaha out of pure
ego.

“Not many people in this world

have the distinction of being

called ‘Iron Composer,” ” Cama-
cho said by phone “How cool 1is
that?”

To win that coveted ftitle,
though, Camacho and the other
contestants will need more than
speed. They’ll need imagination.

The secret musical ingredient
at last year’s “Iron Composer”
contest was the theme to “The
Jetsons” — the 1960s cartoon

about a futuristic family. Judges

were looking for more than sim-
ple transcriptions of the tune.
They were looking for art.

Luke Furman, the winner, in-

verted the famous four-note mo-
tif — thatis, he wrote itbackward

— in his sparkling piece, “Propel-

lerZ:s

Mark Diischer, meanwhlle
used fragments of the theme to
create a sophisticated counter-
point in “Jetting Atmospheres.”
He took second.

_To hear all of 1ast year’s “Iron

Composer” entries, go to
www.artsaha.org and click on
the iron composer icon.

The first “Iron Composer” fea-
tured only Nebraskans. This
year it’s anational event.

“It’s more competitive this
year,” Bales said, “and we expect
the music will be even more ex-
citing.”

That said, there’s only thing
left for this year’s “Iron Com-
poser” candidates to do. '

As they say on “Iron Chef,” go
and cook. . .uh,compose.

B Contact the writer:
444-10786, john.pitcher@owh.com

- Set Sail for the Sun

7 p.m. Sept. 3

Strauss Performing Arts Center, Univer-

sity of Nebraska at Omaha campus,

- 60th and Dodge Streets

Admission: Free

Concert of contemporary flute music
featuring Marcia Kamper of the Balti-
more Symphony.

Iron Composer Omaha

7:30 p.m. Sept. 4

Strauss Performing Arts Center
Admission: $10; $15 with

reception |

Five composers debut pieces written

earlier in the day based on a secret mu-

sical ingredient.

Walls Come
Tumbling Down

7:30 p.m. Sept. 5

Strauss Performing Arts Center
Admission: $10

Trumpet choir concert featuring music
of Elliott Carter, Joan Tower, Prince and

- others.

Music for a House

. 7:30 p.m. Sept. 6
~ First Central Congregational Church,

421 S. 36th St., Omaha

Admission: Free

Monument Piano Trio and other per-
formers play snmultaneously in differ-

“entrooms.

Dance Revolution

3 p.m. Sept. 7

Presbyterian Church of the Cross,
1517 S. 114th St.

Admission: Free

Omaha Symphony clarinetist John
Klinghammer joins Baltimore’s Monu-
ment Piano Trio to play music inspired
by dance forms. The concert is part of
the Organ Vesper Series.

Microscore Project
7:30 p.m. Sept. 11

Strauss Performing Arts Center
Admission: $10

Violinist Johnny Chang and cellist Jes-

sica Catron explore music lasting 30
seconds or less.

Cosmic Pulses
7 p.m. Sept. 12

Strauss Performing Arts Center
Admission: $10

- A tribute to Karlheinz Stockhausen,

featuring the U.S. premiere of his
electronic piece “Cosmic Pulses.”

mal:.argeOpenSpaoe
7:30 p.m. Sept. 13

Strauss Performing Arts Center
Admission: Free

ANALOG arts ensemble performs spa-
tial music and collaborative composi-
tions with advanced UNO students.

“Iron Composer Omaha” participants

Hermes Camacho. The 26-year-old
composer was born in the '
Philippines and raised in

California. When he’s not listening

to Beethoven, Tchaikovsky or .
Stravinsky, Camacho spends his
time following his favorite San
Francisco-area sports teams. He
says he also enjoys harassing his
tabby cat, Mango. Currently, he’s
working on a doctorate in music at
the University of Texas in Austin.
His goal is to compose and teach
college music. |

George Lam. The 26-year-old
composer was born in Hong Kong
and raised in Massachusetts. His
favorite composer is Stephen '
Sondheim, and his favorite
pastime is watching other people
cook. Not surprisingly, his favorite
TV show is “Iron Chef America.”
Lam is working on his doctorate in
music at Duke University. His goal
is to be a college teacher.

Elizabeth Lim. A 22-year-old San

‘Francisco native, Lim recently

graduated with a bachelor's
degree in music from Harvard

University. She loves the music of -

Maurice Ravel, Benjamin Britten
and Toru Takemitsu. She’s also

_passionate about international
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cuisine — yeah, she’s another
“Iron Chef America” junkie. This -
fall she’ll attend the Juilliard
School in New York City.

Greg Simon. The 22-year-old
California native is a serious jazz
trumpeter and plays regular club
dates in Colorado, where he now
lives. Simon doesn’t cook, but
he's addicted to “lron Chef
America.” He also spends his free
time watching “The Office,”
reading Kurt Vonnegut and
listening to the music of jazz
composer Maria Schneider and
classical composer Charles lves.
He's currently a graduate teaching
fellow at the University of Colorado
in Boulder.

Joe Trapanese. The 24-year-old
New Jersey native wants to be the
next John Williams. He recently
earned a master’s degree from the
University of California at Los
Angeles, where he studied film
composing. Now he keeps busy as
an L.A.-based composer,
contributing music for “Oprah” and
“The Guiding Light,” among
others. Trapanese’s favorite
composers are Igor Stravinsky,
Steve Reich and, of course,
Williams. He also loves cooking
big breakfasts.
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