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 Classically trained musicians are traditionally charged with the daunting task of pumping 

emotion into music that they didn't write; of “bringing it to life.”  I recall an undergraduate 

education brimming with encouragement from professors and fellow students to "let go," to be 

sensitive to what the music was trying to express; I was even instructed to make up a story to go 

along with a Mozart sonata so that my playing would be more meaningful.  Though it seemed 

normal at the time, it has since become apparent to me that this is a fundamentally weird thing to 

try to do.  And while I don't intend to malign the traditional classical vibe at all, I do think that 

my wariness about that make-believe element is what kept me so entranced by a preview 

performance of "Dysfunction: an autobiographical two-woman show infused with new music" 

by Sara Banks and Martha Cargo. 

 The show is a seamless mix of improvised music and monologue that explores intimate 

elements and experiences of the two performers as real people.  At its core is the performer's 

process of breaking down a barrier between music and life, between audience and performer, 

which their classical training has taught them only to solidify.  What they are striving for is 

clearly a sense of connection to each other, to the listener, and to the form in which they are 

choosing to express themselves.  The resultant sense of exposure and fragility woven throughout 

is palpable, and it is enhanced not only by the extremely personal material and physically 

intimate setting, but by powerful use of direct eye contact and heavy silence. 

 The music in “Dysfunction” supports the work’s core theme of blurred boundaries; both 

women inhabit their instruments as extensions of themselves, but also as a necessary contrast to 

vocal expression.  Though it plays a secondary role to the drama of the monologue, the music is 

intensely effective.  I especially enjoyed the multiplicity of extended techniques employed by 

both women.  Cargo makes excellent use of the flute’s capacity to amplify and enhance the 

intense intimacy of breath, while Banks creates rich soundscapes with her cello using harmonics 

and crunchy pressed bowing.  Despite this focus on noise, neither performer shies away from 

pitch as a parameter, which produces a heightened investment in the piece.  When working 

towards such raw, emotional expression, a tonal interval carefully placed can create a physical 

connection for the listener and I was pleased to experience an avant-garde performance that isn’t 

“above” that type of connection.   

 Through their commitment to intimacy above all else, Banks and Cargo create a palpable 

creative space where the intensity never falters, though the piece is sectional in form.   As well as 

being a genuinely moving experience, their piece challenged me to face elements of the classical 

tradition that still affect how I listen.  I found myself continually wanting more projection, more 

professionalism from the performers.  But isn’t intimacy really what we desire from a 

relationship to music?  The consistent eye contact mentioned earlier was incredibly unnerving, 

but I found that once Banks or Cargo caught my gaze, I could not look away.  And I didn’t want 

to, because of the generosity inherent in that act of self exposure.  I implore you to seek out this 

show.  Because the piece is so personal, and so heavily based on improvisation, I imagine you 

will have a very different experience from mine. What will remain is the formidable presence of 

performance without artifice; which to me is worth every moment of the struggle.    
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