Music, Slides, and Other People’s Lives
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The Trachtenburg Family Slideshow Players at Galapagos

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 10/22/02

By RICK PALLEY

Eight-year-old Rachel Trachtenburg loves to play the drums. 

“It’s fun, it’s exciting, and it’s really easy, too,” Rachel said over the phone last week from the East Village apartment she shares with parents Jason and Tina Trachtenburg. 

The pint-sized percussionist, arguably New York’s youngest professional rock drummer, doesn’t like to be left out of the action. She had just commandeered the phone from her mother so she could explain how she wound up as the drummer for the Trachtenburg Family Slide Show Players.

In a little-girl voice belying her seriousness, Rachel talked about her musical beginnings (harmonica at age six, drums when she was “maybe six-and-a-half or seven”), her favorite drummers (Janet Weiss from Quasi, John Bonham from Led Zeppelin), and her preference for the East Village over Seattle. (“It’s just more exciting, and the people are a lot nicer.”)

Then she put her mom back on the line, and went off to eat breakfast. 

At 1 PM, this was technically more lunch than breakfast, but considering she had a 9:30 set that night at Galapagos in Williamsburg, it kind of made sense.

Rachel’s very busy these days. In addition to gigs at hip NY clubs like Fez and Joe’s Pub, the Trachtenburgs are currently opening for They Might Be Giants on a two-week nationwide tour. When they return, a busy local schedule awaits, including a November 5th appearance on the Conan O’Brien show.

All this success is no coincidence. As was made clear in their Galapagos appearance later that night, they are one of the most entertaining acts to hit New York in recent memory.

A big part of the attraction is the surprisingly good drumming of the pigtail-sporting Rachel, who resembles a less-glum version of Christina Ricci in her Addams Family period. (Rachel’s choice of hairstyle has led to a humorous side-by-side comparison in the November issue of “Spin” with similarly-coiffed White Stripes drummer Meg White.)

But the Trachtenburgs have also come up with an even more powerful draw than a cute eight-year-old drummer. They’ve discovered that rarest of show-biz commodities: a completely original concept.

Simply put, they collect slides at estate sales and thrift stores and then set the images of bygone family vacations, parties, and corporate sales meetings to their own words and music.

The idea grew out of their habit of buying clothes and furniture at second-hand shops. 

“I ran across the slides and I thought they would go good with his music,” Tina said. “It was all happenstance; it wasn’t planned.”

Happenstance-or-not, her husband’s first attempt to write about the slides produced “Mountain Trip to Japan, 1959” (the name taken from a label on the box of slides), a ditty that earned them first and second place in a couple of Seattle talent contests, where they lived at the time.

From that point on, the die was cast. 

Jason composed the tunes, fronted the band, and backed up his singing with a cheesy-sounding Casio keyboard. Tina manned a slide projector just offstage, and Rachel helped out on vocals, harmonica, and eventually drums. 

More slide-inspired songs followed. Like “Mountain Trip,” they tended towards the sardonic, with more than a pinch of left-leaning political opinion thrown in to spice things up. 

The best part, according to Tina, was that the songs seemed to write themselves. The topics were provided by the slides, a veritable photographic time capsule of baby-boomer birthday parties, corny family trips, business conferences, and what-were-we-thinking-of fashion trends like shoulder-wide lapels.

Sometimes the results are a bit bizarre, as in “Mountain Trip,” where vacationers in the midst of a sightseeing trip happen upon a criminal being put to death. (“Public executions can be so degrading/Better get it over with, the old ladies are waiting.”)

A batch of slides from a 1973 McDonald’s sales meeting that the Trachtenburgs somehow got hold of became the basis for what Jason jokingly describes as a “six-song rock opera.” 

Along with pictures of execs in outdated 70s get-ups, the piece features motivational slogans that Jason has recycled, with appropriately ponderous music, into lyrics and song titles. (“Together as a system we are unbeatable,” “Wendy’s, Sambo’s, and Long John Silver’s”)

It’s that kind of humor that defines this offbeat act; unfortunately, the kind of act the entertainment industry never seems to know what to do with.  

Nevertheless, both MTV and Nickelodeon have expressed interest in working with them, a prospect that appeals to Tina, but also makes her wonder if they will have to tone down their satire a bit to make a go of it on TV.

In the meantime, Rachel seems pretty oblivious to all the hubbub. Her mother says her unflappable character is a genetic hand-me-down from her father’s side.

“I’ll say, ‘Do you get nervous?’ and she’ll say, ‘What do you mean, nervous? What am I supposed to be scared of?’” said Tina.

The Trachtenberg Family Slideshow Players schedule can be found at their website, www.trachtenburg.homestead.com. They are planning on returning to Galapagos in Williamsburg in January.

