The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld and Other Fresh American Art Songs

The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld is an unusual and timely set of songs whose lyrics are direct quotes from the Secretary’s Pentagon briefings and interviews. Set to music by San Francisco composer Bryant Kong, the texts were previously arranged into poems by columnist Hart Seely and published in a popular Simon & Schuster book, Pieces of Intelligence, in 2003.

Recently released on CD, the humorous new songs—which are also serious classical music—are attracting worldwide attention, with coverage by The Associated Press, CNN, NPR’s Morning Edition, the San Francisco Chronicle, and television, radio, and print worldwide including the BBC.

The album, The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld and Other Fresh American Art Songs, features classically trained artists Elender Wall, soprano, and Kong, on piano, in their recording debut. The CD was released in March 2004 by Stuffed Penguin Music—a new record label devoted to innovative classical music—with concerts in San Francisco and Los Angeles kicking off the album’s Weapons of Mass Distraction Tour. The artists are touring throughout California this fall.

Addressing the Themes of the Day

“If you think of Rumsfeld as a character in a ‘Gulf Wars II’ musical, these are the songs he might sing,” explained composer Kong. The seven songs show the Secretary not only holding forth from his press podium, but in introspective moments as well. “These opposing moods are the natural results of the situation in which Rumsfeld finds himself: he is trying to sell a story that can’t be sold.”

Set in a variety of musical forms, the songs show strong popular influences, from cabaret to pop music. The words to “The Unknown” are now classic (“As we know, there are known knowns…”). “Happenings” includes words now spoken by Rumsfeld in the new film, Fahrenheit 9/11 (“You get told things every day that don’t happen”). Other songs include a waltz and even a Baroque aria.

The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld is an expression of Kong’s goal to update classical music and make it accessible to a broader audience. “Art must address the themes of the day to remain vibrant and relevant,” he emphasized. “Classical music is no exception.”

Fresh American Art Songs

The Rumsfeld songs headline the CD of new and rare American art songs—all very recent compared to most classical albums. “Our ‘old masterworks’ are from 1978,” joked Kong. These songs also show popular influences, from cabaret to jazz.

The CD includes a selection of Cabaret Songs by William Bolcom, which reflect both German and American cabaret styles. Expunged Mother Goose Nursery Rhymes, in which bad things happen to misbehaving children, are given jazzy settings by San Francisco composer Jerry Mueller. Finally, the rarely performed Five Lewis Carroll Poems are delightful settings by John Duke of the famous Alice in Wonderland poems, including the classic tale “Jabberwocky.”

The CD is available directly from Stuffed Penguin Music and at online retailers Amazon and CD Baby.

Complete lyrics to The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld are printed at Stuffed Penguin’s website and in the CD booklet.

	The Unknown

As we know,

There are known knowns.

There are things we know we know.

We also know

There are known unknowns.

That is to say

We know there are some things

We do not know.

But there are also unknown unknowns,

The ones we don't know

We don't know.

Department of Defense news briefing

Feb. 12, 2002

Happenings

You're going to be told lots of things.

You get told things every day that don't happen.

It doesn't seem to bother people, they don't—

It's printed in the press.

The world thinks all these things happen.

They never happened.

Everyone's so eager to get the story

Before in fact the story's there

That the world is constantly being fed

Things that haven't happened.

All I can tell you is,

It hasn't happened.

It's going to happen.

Department of Defense briefing

Feb. 28, 2003
	A Confession

Once in a while,

I'm standing here, doing something.

And I think,

"What in the world am I doing here?"

It's a big surprise.

Interview with the New York Times

May 16, 2001

The Digital Revolution

Oh my goodness gracious,

What you can buy off the Internet

In terms of overhead photography!

A trained ape can know an awful lot

Of what is going on in this world,

Just by punching on his mouse

For a relatively modest cost!

Following European trip

June 9, 2001

The Situation

Things will not be necessarily continuous.

The fact that they are something other than

perfectly continuous

Ought not to be characterized as a pause.

There will be some things that people will see.

There will be some things that people won't see.

And life goes on.

Department of Defense news briefing

Oct. 12, 2001


Poems © 2003 Hart Seely. Used by permission.

Classically trained duo Elender Wall and Bryant Kong are receiving international attention and acclaim for their debut album, The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld and Other Fresh American Art Songs. They are currently on a concert tour, Weapons of Mass Distraction, to promote their new album. They have been invited to give concerts at music series such as the Berkeley Arts Festival and the Noe Valley Music Series in San Francisco, at colleges and universities, and as benefits for nonprofit and political organizations.

Ms. Wall and Mr. Kong have been featured in television, radio, and print worldwide including CNN, the San Francisco Chronicle, and German television (ARD). They have appeared live on television and radio nationally and are known for taking classical music where it doesn’t often go, for example, performing on TechTV’s Unscrewed, a national program showcasing what’s hot on the Internet.

Elender Wall is well-versed in both standard and non-standard vocal repertoire. A champion of the music of living composers, she has had many new works written for her. She performs art songs, chamber music, and operas and has appeared throughout the United States.

Ms. Wall has built a career by performing new music. Her debut album, The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld and Other Fresh American Art Songs, includes many premiere recordings. In 2003, she toured the United States with the Sonos Handbell Ensemble, singing Hell’s Belles by Libby Larsen and more. She has performed in a number of new operas, most recently creating the role of Fatso the Dog in Susan Asbjornson’s Cindy Lou with the Contemporary Opera of Los Angeles. Previously, she sang the roles of Mistress Quickly in Gordon Getty’s Plump Jack and the Fairy Godmother in Michael Matsumoto’s Cinderella in Extremis. Ms. Wall has also acted in films and performed on film soundtracks. Currently, she is touring with Bryant Kong. Future plans include performing the lead role in Monteverdi’s The Coronation of Poppea in April 2005.

Multi-talented, Ms. Wall is accomplished in areas outside of music as well. She is co-author of a college physics textbook and is a professional belly dancer. She holds a degree from the San Francisco Conservatory of Music and a second degree in physics from San Francisco State University. 

Bryant Kong is a composer, pianist, and entrepreneur whose goal is to update classical music and make it accessible to a broader audience. He is the founder of new classical label Stuffed Penguin Music and serves as its President and CEO. A specialist in neglected classical repertoire—particularly the music of American composer Edward MacDowell—he performs in solo piano and chamber music concerts.

Mr. Kong is receiving international attention and acclaim for The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld, his first song cycle. He has appeared on television and radio including NPR’s Morning Edition and the BBC’s The World Today. In his past life as an amateur musician, Mr. Kong competed in the inaugural International Piano Competition for Outstanding Amateurs held by the Van Cliburn Foundation. Currently, he is touring with Elender Wall and also performs with a San Francisco Bay Area chamber music ensemble.

An entrepreneur by nature, Mr. Kong has built his career by creating initiatives to solve unmet needs. When his college did not have a concerto competition, he assembled his own orchestra so that he could perform one. He founded Stuffed Penguin to bring new and rare classical music to a broader audience.

An avid sportsman, Mr. Kong won a medal in track and field at Gay Games V, Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and completed the California International Marathon in a driving winter rainstorm. He holds an MBA from the UCLA Anderson School and a BA from Carleton College, Northfield, MN.

Stuffed Penguin Music is a new independent record label based in San Francisco, CA. Its goal is to bring classical music to a broader audience by producing engaging new music and rarely performed works which relate to contemporary experience.

Stuffed Penguin’s mission is to make sophisticated music that is fresh and accessible. Emphasizing new and neglected works over traditional programming, the company seeks to do in music what The Simpsons did in television—take a sophisticated product which rewards audiences for paying attention out into a mainstream arena largely occupied by generic background fare.

A New Model for Classical Music

The new label’s efforts are based on its conviction that the long decline of classical music is due to a failure of the industry rather than a problem with the music itself. Said founder Bryant Kong, “Classical music isn’t going the way of the dinosaurs, it’s going the way of the mainframes,” the room-sized computers which were swept away in the 1980s by PCs and servers. “There’s plenty of life in the music itself, but the industry emphasizes old, conservative products; offers too limited a selection; and reaches too few people. We aim to make classical music more contemporary, more accessible, and more portable.”

Stuffed Penguin seeks to develop the market for independent classical music. “In many ways, we are applying the industry model for independent popular music to classical music, perhaps for the first time.”

Breaking Away from Classical Tradition

In Stuffed Penguin’s debut release, The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld and Other Fresh American Art Songs, from the programming to the packaging—with its edgy photos of artists Wall and Kong pumping gas and mowing the lawn in their formal wear—audiences will notice a concerted effort to break away from classical tradition. “I think the stuffy, black-tie culture surrounding classical music deters people from getting to know the music better. We want to create an environment that’s more open and conducive to learning.”

“If traditional classical music is an exclusive country club, then Stuffed Penguin is the friendly hotel bar across the street. Both places provide refreshment, but we try to make people feel welcome, so they’ll stay longer and want to come back.”

Just as The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld is distinctive, so is its concert tour, Weapons of Mass Distraction, encompassing not only traditional classical music venues, but also “eclectic music” series and political fundraisers. After a successful spring, the artists are touring throughout California this fall.

Concerts

	Date
	Venue / Event
	Location

	Oct. 21, 2004
	Scripps College
	Claremont, CA

	Oct. 19, 2004
	Berkeley Arts Festival
	Berkeley, CA

	Oct. 16, 2004
	Noe Valley Music Series
	San Francisco, CA

	Oct. 13, 2004
	Benefit Concert
for America Coming Together
	Nevada City, CA

	Oct. 10, 2004
	Edgemar Center for the Arts
	Los Angeles, CA

	Sep. 12, 2004
	Benefit Concert
for Justice For New Americans
	San Francisco, CA

	July 11, 2004
May 23, 2004
	San Francisco Classical Music Concerts
	San Francisco, CA

	May 11, 2004
	City College of San Francisco
	San Francisco, CA

	Mar. 28, 2004
	Edgemar Center for the Arts
CD Release Concert
	Los Angeles, CA

	Mar. 13, 2004
	Noe Valley Ministry
CD Release Concert
	San Francisco, CA

	Jan. 24, 2004
	Lake Park Concerts
	Oakland, CA


Selected Appearances
	Date
	Venue / Event
	Location

	Oct. 24, 2004
	Borders Books & Music
	Santa Monica, CA

	Sep. 19, 2004
	House Parties for John Kerry
	Los Angeles, CA

	Sep. 8, 2004
	86 Bush
Benefit for MoveOn.org
	San Francisco, CA

	Sep. 5, 2004
	Operation Artistic Freedom
Benefit for the Democratic Natl. Cmte.
	Los Angeles, CA

	Apr. 25, 2004
	Glen Park Festival
Bird & Beckett Books
	San Francisco, CA

	Mar. 25, 2004
	Global Village
KPFK (90.7 FM)
	Southern CA

	Feb. 11, 2004
	One Note Too High
Short Film Screening
	Los Angeles, CA


The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld is attracting worldwide attention. In May 2004, the album’s Associated Press story was carried by more than one hundred media outlets, including USA Today, the Sunday Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, and the Miami Herald. In April 2004, television coverage by CNN and Reuters aired in fifty US cities and more than a dozen countries. Selected coverage is shown below. Reprints of the “Top Picks” are available by request.
Top Picks
	Date
	Article / Feature
	Media
	Location

	May 25, 2004
	“Donald Rumsfeld is gruff, tough … and a poet? Composer finds hidden mystery in words of war.” (Featured music review)
	San Francisco Chronicle
	San Francisco, CA

	May 12, 2004
	“Rumsfeld’s ‘poetic’ voice set to music”
	Associated Press
(More than 100 outlets)
	National

	Apr. 24, 2004
Apr. 20, 2004
	News feature with Rumsfeld comment
News feature
	CNN Live Saturday
CNN – Paula Zahn Now
	National

	Apr. 16, 2004
	“Music by Kong; lyrics by Rumsfeld”
	Detroit Free Press
	Detroit, MI

	Mar. 14, 2004
	“Rumsfeld goes on the record”
	Los Angeles Times
	Los Angeles, CA

	Mar. 12, 2004
	“The Poetry of Donald Rumsfeld,

Set to Music”
	National Public Radio
Morning Edition
	National


Television
	Date
	Feature
	Media
	Location

	May 13, 2004
May 12, 2004
	“Rumsfeld’s Words Set to Classical Music”
“Secretary’s Song”
	KRON 4 – News
KNTV 11 – News
	San Francisco, CA
San Francisco, CA

	April 2004
	“Composer has written songs based on Donald Rumsfeld’s speeches”
	Reuters
	International

	Mar. 30, 2004
	“Donald Rumsfeld—for Piano and Soprano”
	ARD – Tagesschau
(National television)
	Germany


Radio
	Date
	Feature
	Media
	Location

	May 13, 2004
	“Rumsfeld theme in classical music”
	BBC World Service
The World Today
	International

	May 19, 2004
May 12, 2004
Apr. 3, 2004
Mar. 25, 2004
Mar. 23, 2004
	Live interviews/features
	KSFN – Johnson & Tofte
KGO – News
KOOP – ATX Live
KPFK – Global Village
BBC Radio Five – Drive
	Las Vegas, NV
San Francisco, CA
Austin, TX
Southern CA
United Kingdom


Print
	Date
	Article / Feature
	Media
	Location

	Mar. 28, 2004
	“Singing a Song of Rumsfeld”
	Santa Monica Mirror
	Santa Monica, CA

	Mar. 28, 2004
	“Operatic CD satirizes Rumsfeld”
	The News Tribune
	Tacoma, WA
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	Stuffed Penguin Music

PO Box 225205

San Francisco, CA 94122-5205

Tel:
(415) 665-2996

Fax:
(415) 665-2996

www.stuffedpenguin.com
	For more information, contact:

Nina Forman/Big Picture, Inc.
(310) 471-1996

bigideas@inreach.com

Bryant Kong, President
(415) 665-2996

bryant@stuffedpenguin.com

or visit www.stuffedpenguin.com
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