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LIVE MUSIC AND FILM
flat earth society WITH 
The Oyster Princess and hearsee
Friday, May 20, 2011, 8:00 p.m.

The Oyster Princess

1919, 63 mins. Digital Projection, courtesy Kino International.
Directed by Ernst Lubitsch. Written by Hanns Kräly and Lubitsch. Photographed by Theodore Sparkuhl. Production design by Rochus Gliese and Kurt Richter. Costume design by Lucia Mussini. 

Principal cast : Ossi Oswalda (as Ossi), Victor Janson (as Mister Quaker), Harry Liedtke (Prince Nuki), Max Kronert (Seligsohn the Matchmaker), and Curt Bois (Conductor).

There will be a fifteen-minute intermission after The Oyster Princess, followed by a 30-minute performance from the new project Hearsee
Flat Earth Society: 
Peter Vermeersch (composer)

Stefaan Blancke (trombone)

Benjamin Boutreur (alto sax),

Berlinde Deman (tuba)

Luc Van Lieshout (trumpet)

Bart Maris (trumpet)

Michael Mast (tenor sax)

Marc Meeuwissen (trombone)

Kristof Roseeuw (double bass)

Bruno Vansina (alto and baritone sax)

Peter Vandenberghe (piano and keyboards)

Teun Verbruggen (percussion)

Pierre Vervloesem (guitar)

Wim Willaert (accordion and keyboards)

Tom Wouters (clarinet, vibraphone, vocals).

Review of Flat Earth Society’s The Oyster Princess  by Peter Bacon for The Jazz Breakfast, October 3, 2010:

The Belgian big band, Flat Earth Society, were playing a live soundtrack, written and arranged by their leader Peter Vermeersch, to Die Austernprinzessin (The Oyster Princess), an Ernst Lubitsch silent film from 1919.

It’s a surreal and extremely funny film, grotesque and slapstick by turns, and from this distance in time, and Lubitsch being less familiar than Chaplin or Keaton, would probably have provided a satisfyingly entertaining hour on its own.

The music transformed it into something much more enjoyable still.

The nature of the film, the opulence of the millionaire’s and his daughter’s lifestyle (his afternoon nap and her bath routine both highlights), the poverty of the Prince’s contrasting circumstances, the emphasis on drunkeness and its after-effects, all these give Vermeersch full license to explore the comic brass band and circus band elements of the Flat Earth Society’s make-up, and his 13 players were managing a few laughs and smiles even as they were tied in to the demanding work of following conductor and film transmitted on supplementary screens. And who could resist the screen board stating simply: “A foxtrot epidemic breaks out”?

Although it is mostly ensemble playing, there are occasional improvisational and solo sections built in.  I also liked the fact that Vermeersch wasn’t hidebound to providing a continuous soundtrack, sometimes leaving silences, and not always at the obvious moments. His choice of other sounds was brilliant, too. Bird calls are used at one point, mock operatic singing too, and incomprehensible mumbling… the wit and humor of the music adding extra layers of humor and insight into the broad comedy of the film.

Perfectly balanced as the film/music experience was, I couldn’t help thinking I’d also like the opportunity to give the Flat Earth Society my undivided attention sometime. Maybe Birmingham Jazz… can bring this superb group of musicians back. 

Review of Flat Earth Society’s The Oyster Princess by Sean Axmaker, Green Cine Daily, October 16, 2006:

…My musical highlight [at the Pordenone Silent Film Festival] was the rollicking score that the high-energy fourteen-piece combo The Flat Earth Society brought to Ernst Lubitsch's burlesque of a social satire The Oyster Princess (1919), a frenzied farce that spoofs the vulgarities of the nouveau riche and the pretensions of the penniless aristocracy. The match of music and movie was perfect; the combo's mix of swing, music hall and circus sounds matched the attitude and the pace of Lubitsch's runaway comedy, notably in an extended dance sequence that spins out of the ballroom scene to the entire mansion during an impromptu wedding party. It's silly and absurd and often hilarious, and directed at such a clip that it sweeps up the audience in its knockabout insanity….

Review of The Oyster Princess by Dan Callahan, Slant Magazine, November 29, 2006:
Ernst Lubitsch's early career in Germany is still somewhat unexplored territory (though a recent Film Forum retrospective filled in a lot of gaps for many). When he started directing, Lubitsch himself played the leads in a series of short comedies, and he later developed a taste for epic historical pictures like Madame Dubarry and Anna Boleyn. Anyone searching for the "Lubitsch touch" in these heavy costume movies usually does so in vain, but he also made several manic, appealing comedies that presage his sophisticated Hollywood period. Among them [is]The Oyster Princess …which [stars] the irrepressible comedienne Ossi Oswalda. 

In the [film], which is billed as "a grotesque comedy in four acts," Oswalda plays a spoiled heiress who insists on getting a husband. Lubitsch dissects the foibles of the rich while tickling the audience's lust for luxury: the set design is filled with vast empty spaces and rococo decoration. The film is always on the move, never letting up for a second, and it reaches a crazed climax during a fox trot "epidemic" at Oswalda's wedding reception (the delirium of this sequence anticipates the dance montage in So This Is Paris and the chillier waltz in The Merry Widow). The Oyster Princess is an exuberant young man's film, and … [is] a tasty pastry of a movie. 
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