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MUSIC

Guy Mendilow Ensemble and the ‘Forgotten ngdom

NEWTON - The past can
feel distant, foreign: its commu-
nities erased, its memory buried.
Yet we can sometimes access it
through the fantastic, through
storytelling that resonates with
lived experience.

Composer and artist Guy
Mendilow has followed this path
to the past, weaving together vi-
gnettes, glimpses, and fragment-
ed stories from and of Sephardic
communities around the
Mediterranean and Balkans.
Many of these communities have
been wiped off the map, even
their language nearly forgotten.
But the characters who sprang
from them feel fresh and pres-
ent, and to Mendilow, their ad-
ventures and trials suggested a
Sephardic epic of sorts, complete
with powerful music and univer-
sally resonant emotions and
messages.

Rethinking the role of musi-
cal aesthetics and spoken word
in re-creating these impressions,
Mendilow and his Ensemble has
recorded “The Forgotten King-
dom.” The album has two ver-
sions, one with just the music
from the show, one reflecting the
interwoven stories, complete
with spoken interludes. Its vi-
gnettes propel listeners from old
world and into new, from the
mythical (“La Sirena/The
Siren”), the actual (“La Vuelta
del Marido/The Husband’s Re-
turn”) and concluding with the
harrowing symbol of the trains
to Auschwitz (“De Saloniki a
Auschwitz”) that bring this older
age to a definite, violent end.

“What has haunted me as I've
created this production is how it
gives us a glimpse into the end
of an era, the destruction of an
older world,” says Mendilow. “I
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wanted to explore what it was
like to sce the breakdown of em-
pires, the glimmers of hope that
then evaporate. What is it like to
be caught on the wrong side, in
that kind of nightmare? What is
like to witness your world end-
ing? How did the moment,
which seems so inevitable in our
historical hindsight, actually feel
to those living it?”

The product of years of per-
formance, research, and revising,
“The Forgotten Kingdom” inter-
twines music and storytelling to
conjure an imagination lost to
war and upheaval, recorded in a
language that blends archaic
Spanish with Arabic, Turkish,
Hebrew, and Greek.

“As far as I know, “The For-
gotten Kingdom” is America’s
first semi-theatrical touring pro-
duction made of Ladino songs
from Balkan and Mediterranean
communities destroyed in World
War I1,” says Mendilow. “It’s an
evocative trek through former -
Ottoman lands, an allegory that
ultimately begs some questions
about ourselves today, and the
ways these stories continue to
play out, in a modern guise.”

To make the work live and
breathe, Mendilow learned these
women’s songs, traditionally
sung a cappella in homes and
communal celebrations, by lis-
tening to gritty field recordings.
He then set aside notions of pu-
rity or authenticity, in favor of
finding emotional connection.
As he described his ideas to an
established Ladino scholar, York
University’s Judith Cohen, she
laid it on the line: You either
keep strictly to tradition and
abide by its ways, or you pursue
your own ideas, but without

‘calling it traditional. Mendilow

opted for the latter.
“That’s-one.of the most chal-t

4l'cngmg thmgs%bout the project,

the moment that demanded the
most soul searching,” he reflects.
“The conclusion I came to was
that we needed to call a fig a fig.
I don’t want someone to think
they’ve heard Ladino music
when they’ve come to this show.
It’s not about that; it’s about
rendering a traditional way of
life in bold, relatable colors.”

These stories speak to our
age, Mendilow feels, which is
why this project absorbed him
for so long.

“The Ladino story is a case
study in resilience, in collabora-
tion across ethnic and religious

divides, and in evolving identi-
ties due to immigration,” says
Mendilow. “And I feel this story
begs the question: Are we also
straddling an older, familiar
world, and a newer one we can
hardly imagine, like those in the
stories did back then?”

Mendilow and his ensemble,
whose members play with every-
one from Amanda Palmer and
Snarky Puppy to Yo Yo Ma and
Bobby McFerrin, started devel-
oping the live performance of
The Forgotten Kingdom several
years ago. The group toured the
show extensively, gathering re-
sponses from audiences who had
never heard of Ladino, from eld-
ers who spoke it and knew the
songs from their Sephardi homes
decades ago.

Mendilow felt it was time to
take to the studio. The group
strived to capture the energy and
flow of the performance as much
as possible, and then dove into
the texture and nuance in a way
that only studio work can allow.
He also expanded the project
into multimedia, thanks to an
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artist award from the NEA, tap-
ping Ukrainian sand painters
and German shadow artists to
create animated versions of
songs. .

“Our goal is to sweep up au-
diences in an emotional experi-
ence,” says Mendilow. “We hope
it’s so powerful that those with
no prior knowledge or connec-
tion to Ladino will leave caring
deeply about the culture and the
world it creates for us. The sto-
ries are too good to be ignored,
and the communities from
which they come too important
in terms of what they represent
— from models of integration
and inter-ethnic cooperation to
their own rich heritage — to be
dismissed.”

(rockpaperscissors)

“The Forgotten
Kingdom,” Guy
Mendilow Ensemble;
Temple Beth Avodah,
Newton, Sept. 16, 8 p.m.

Account: 11309 (3554)
MA-38

For reprints or rights, please contact the publisher

Page 2 of 3



THE JEWISH ADVOCATE ::.

Circulation (DMA):
Type (Frequency):
Page:

Section:

Keyword:

Friday, September 15, 2017 [ ’}ﬁ
BOSTON, MA r o
30,000 (7)

Newspaper (W)

18

Main

Guy Mendilow Ensemble

Guy Mendilow

PHOTO: GRETJEN HELENE

Guy Mendilow Ensemble

© 2017 JEWISH ADVOCATE (THE)
All Rights Reserved.

PHOTO: GRETIEN HELENE Page 30f3

Account: 11309 (3554)

MA-38

For reprints or rights, please contact the publisher



