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Hammerstein Ballroom; 1,200 capacity; $1,000 top 
Splitting the difference between defiance and desperation, Gotham literati and Hollywood glitterati gathered at the Hammerstein Ballroom on Tuesday night for an event designed to raise First Amendment consciousness -- not to mention cash for the Creative Coalition, whose co-founder Christopher Reeve was on hand to co-host the evening. 

The program interspersed musical performances with the usual array of speeches -- many from primary host William Baldwin -- and readings from a litany of "controversial" tomes. The sentiments were impeccable, but it's likely that H.L. Mencken (one of the rabble-rousers so honored) would probably blanch at being considered to be in the same class of thinker as Madonna. 

Child preacher-turned-counterculture icon Marjoe Gortner started the evening off on a surreal note, emceeing an auction with evangelical fervor -- and bantering with donor Christie Hefner about the enticements possible for the purchaser of a Playboy Mansion visit. 
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Most of the musical performances were simple, even polite. Elvis Costello fell into the latter category, following his own "Alibi" with a lilting, world-weary take on Maurice Chevalier's "I'm Glad I'm Not Young Anymore." 

An equally understated Shawn Colvin set a more campfirelike mood with a spare "I'm Not Marching Anymore" and a singalong "Goodnight, Irene." 

Interestingly enough, Lou Reed, who followed Costello, decided to censor himself by leaving out the "colored girls" reference in his performance of "Walk on the Wild Side." Like his earlier take on "Heroin," the de facto poet laureate of New York rock took a haughty tone, speaking the lyrics with stagy portent -- but balancing that detachment with some truly invigorating guitar slashes. 

Reed joined Ruben Blades for a sharp, moving two-song miniset, matched in intensity only by Public Enemy's fierce stage-storming. Chuck D was in top form, delivering fiery oratory during "Give the Peeps What They Need" and exhorting the otherwise placid crowd to give up a few drops of sweat. 
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