Serious About Being Ridiculous
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            Mark Stewart and Rob Schwimmer

Polygraph Lounge at the BAM Cafe

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 12/13/03

By RICK PALLEY

When musicians Rob Schwimmer and Mark Stewart met seven years ago at DBA – an East Village pub -- they discovered they shared two common interests: beer and career.

As the suds and conversation flowed over the bar, they also realized that they shared a taste for something else: a good musical joke.

Schwimmer and Stewart, accomplished sidemen who have worked with everyone from pop legends Paul Simon, Stevie Wonder, and Paul McCartney, to avant-garde composers Phillip Glass, Steve Reich, and Laurie Anderson, spent the next year-and-a-half cracking each other up with stream-of-consciousness song parodies that mixed everything from grand opera to “Green Acres.”

It wasn’t long until the irrepressible duo, under the name Polygraph Lounge, was sharing their musical mirth making with audiences.

“We both found out we’ve been waiting our entire lives to do just this,” Stewart said in a phone interview from his studio last week. “It became kind of our science project.”

A conservatory-trained cellist/guitarist, Stewart gleefully sang bits of their latest project -- a roast celebrating the 20th anniversary of BAM’s Next Wave Festival -- over the phone. According to Stewart, BAM “sort-of” commissioned them to write the music for their upcoming BAM Café appearance on December 20-21.

In the mile-a-minute, cross-cultural style typical of Polygraph virtuosity, they salute BAM favorites like the Kronos Quartet (“The Kronos really went and started a craze/When instead of playing Schubert/They played Jimi’s ‘Purple Haze’”), Phillip Glass’s opera “Einstein on the Beach,” (to the tune of “If I Only Had a Brain), and even the Festival’s anything-goes attitude. (A snippet of Stravinsky’s “Petrushka,” played to the heavy Boom-Boom-Cha beat of Queen’s “We Will Rock You”)

Stewart likens the job of spoofing Next Wave at BAM itself to telling plumber’s jokes at a plumber’s convention, but says it will all be in good spirit.

“We’re not going to be Don Rickles,” Stewart said. “The whole idea is that we spoof mostly what we love.”

And if it seems strange to you that musicians who make at least part of their living play esoteric contemporary music for intellectual crowds also confess a deep affection for TV shows from the 1960s-70s, you’re not alone. 

But that, says Stewart, is the point.

“We don’t look down our noses at the fact that someone has a fondness for Gilligan’s Island, because we do too,” Stewart said. “As crazy as it sounds, there’s something about it that makes sense to us.”

That’s also exactly what’s been missing from our cultural diet since the decline of vaudeville, according to Stewart.

“There’s this vast amount of pop culture that’s been unmined for it’s mirthful potential, and that’s just what we love doing,” Stewart said.

Whatever the source of their appeal, Polygraph has been drawing crowds at their recent NY appearances that have including celebrities like Bebe Neuworth, Elaine May and Paul Simon. 

Simon, who grew up in the same neighborhood in Queens as keyboard/theremin player Schwimmer, recently joined the duo onstage at Joe’s Pub to sing “50 Ways to Blow Your Nose Flute,” much to the stunned delight of the crowd, who couldn’t believe what they were seeing, or hearing. (Polygraph hands out nose flutes at the beginning of every show so the audience can join in on tunes like “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly,” or the theme from “Austin Powers.”)

The nose flute isn’t by any stretch of the imagination the weirdest thing you’ll see onstage at a typical Polygraph Lounge show. 

The group usually brings around 70 bizarre, mostly homemade instruments to local shows -- everything from a slide-able didjeridoo made from PVC pipe (trombadoo), a six-string guitar/metal spring combo (uboingy), and a small wooden contraption that, when bowed, emits a series of grunts and groans reminiscent of whale songs (daxophone).

This last gizmo really comes in handy during Polygraph’s 17-minute-long, fasten-your-seat-belts pun-fest based on Moby Dick, which travels a lot of musical territory between Paul McCartney (Moby I’m Amazed) and the Isley Brothers (You know it makes me want to spout).

With the references flying fast and furious, Schwimmer and Stuart have their hands full keeping all the balls in the air at the same time. But with this quick-witted duo, usually the slip-ups just wind up adding to the fun.

“We’re always excited about what ball is going to drop, what mistake we’ll make that will generate some new trajectory,” Stewart said.

Polygraph Lounge will be appearing at the BAM Café on December 20-21. For info, visit www.bam.org or call (718) 636-4100. 

