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player who was pluckmg as energencally as he colld: The
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The
Quartet

Tha rllmax of the con-
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~ mental spa(,es in ‘Downtown Manhattan, it's typical of mine:
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- And once! ln awhile, when they re in the mood mey euen '-

ldance
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threalened to swamp the: mole unponam work: the. Kropos
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opuses (so far) from major minimalist composers; tnknown

! remember being ata .s_tring quartet concert inalittle
+ space in New York severalyears ago. The drimmer, Was'so
athleur,aily noisy that you could haldiy hear the doublerbass



Americans, and unconventional musicians from across Africa,

Asia, and the Middle East. Issuing: more
than two dozen discs, the Kronos has
succeeded in getting new music across
to a mass audience, though sometimes
at a cost that left a bad taste in the
mouths of music lovers. They have done
s0 much new music that they have often
been under-rehearsed, and composers
have complained of assembly line treat-
ment. Still, the Kronos commissioned
some of the most important new works
in the quartet literature: Terry Riley’s Ca-
denza on the Night Plain, Steve Reich’s
Different Trains (with sampled voices),
and Kevin Volans’s White Man Sleeps.

If the Kronos brought a new image
from California, another foursome
formed in New York in 1985 enacted a
more radical change in the string
quartet's way of life: the Soldier Quartet,
formed by Dave Soldier, the one | de-
scribe in the opening paragraph above:
Abandoning the usual-repertoire
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KRONOS QUARTET
has commissioned some

of the most tmportant new
works tn quartet literature,
such as Terry Riley’s
Cadenza on the Night
Plain, Steve Reich’s
Different Trains, end
Kevin Volans’s White Man
Sleeps, and, in their
twenty~fifth anniversary
year, the commission count
stands at four-hundred new

works

approach to quartet literature, they operate more like a jazz en-
semble, playing works by members of the quartet and some-
times improvising. They have added drums and bass at times,
they play standards by jazz greats Wayne Shorter and Muddy

. Waters, and they’ve played homemade string instruments

sculpted from junk materials by Ken Butler. Rather than spruce
up the old'image of the string quartet for a postmodern world,
they have challenged the most basic assumptions of chamber

music itself. :
Soldier was an unlikely candidate; born David Sulzer

3: OLDIER Q U{.f;q TE Vil L‘-Ifza'ffd.;lgdl}f the m:}ﬂ: Birie arsumpreons

of ! chamber miusicitvelfl rather thun spracing tp. the old\image o

the string quartet for a postmodern world




The new quartets just might be returning us to a

freer, more authentic performance style that

Mozart would have felt at home with

(pronounced almost the same), he is assistant professor of
psychiatry and neurology at Columbia University, and began
performing under the name Soldier so that his science profes-
sors wouldn't find out what he was doing on the side. Laura
Seaton, the group's other composer, was the lithe and athletic
first violinist who sometimes took to the floor, and cellist Mary
Wooten has sometimes been known, in wild onstage mo-
ments, fo spin her cello around like an old-time vaudeville bass
player. [n the nineties, Seaton and Wooten broke off from the
Soldier to continue their spirited hijinks in a new, parallel quar-
tet, the Sirius.

New York wasn'’t the only city jazzing the string quartet. In
Oakland the Turtle Island String Quartet, also founded in 1985,
became known for a stylistic fluidity that allowed it to spice up
Vivaldi with bossa nova rhythms and enrich Thelonious Monk
with Mozartean figurations.Turtle Island refers to itself as a
“band,” records on the popular jazz label Windham Hill, and
plays jazz festivals all over North America.

Other even younger quartets held to a more conventional
concert presentation but moved away from tradition in the
style of repertoire they championed. The Balanescu Quartet,

founded in 1987 by its Romanian composer/violinist Alexander
Balanescu, also calls itself a band, but is more tied into rock
than jazz, cultivating a highly energetic performance style. The
group has worked with David Byrne, saxophonist John Lurie of
the Lounge Lizards, and the Pet Shop Boys, playing in
Wembley Stadium to 10,000 of that rock group's fans. They've
also specialized in minimalist works by the important British
composers Gavin Bryars and Michael Nyman.

The all-women Cassatt Quartet has championed women
composers such as Joan Tower, but also premiered a string
quartet by the noted inventor of multiple-electric-guitar sym-
phonies, Glenn Branca. The length and slow-moving develop-
ment of such works aften demands a different, sometimes
more casual performance situation than the usual formal
dress-cum-proscenium stage, and the Balanescu and Cassatt
both perform in New York at non-concert-hall spaces like the
Knitting Factory and La MaMa.

What does it all mean, this vernacularizing of the string
quartet? -

The end of civilization, perhaps. The unavoidable results
of a dumbed-down TV culture. The pitiful final stage of a once

SIRIUS STRING
QUARTET—an offshoot of- the
Soldier—began their spirited
hijinks in the early nineties. These
1996 menibers are Laura Seaton,
Mary Rowell, Ron Lawrence, and
Mary Wooten




We no longer
acknowledge
visible, sharp
class distinctions
in America.

On any given day,
Bill Gates and a
homeless person
are both likely to

don blue jeans.

TURTLE [SLAND STRING QUARTET spices up Vivaldi with bossa

nova rhythms and enriches Thelonions Monk with Mogartean figurations

great tradition.

Maybe. But let’s consider for a moment what these
young string quartets are actually rejecting. The traditional
string quartet is expected to perform in formal attire, for
people sitting in rows of chairs, in a ritual as quiet and for-
malistic as an Episcopal high church service.

Why the formal attire? Because American society used to
be sharply divided along class lines. The working classes
went to see vulgar theatrical shows, while the leisure class
wore their best, most opulent clothing to go hear the great
classical performers. Why quiet and formalistic? Because 19th-century critics like
John Sullivan Dwight created a perception that listening to "the great composers” is,
in virtually a religious sense, an elevating experience. It elevates one, specifically, -
above the common herd. We no longer acknowledge visible, sharp class distinctions
in America. On any given day, Bill Gates and a homeless person are both likely. to don
blue jeans. And for those of us who love classical music and who are not wealthy,
America’s continuing association of classical music with the upper class sticks in the
craw. We do not, generally, live in a tuxedo culture; why are tuxedos so often man-
dated for the very music we feel most intimate with? Why are classical radio stations
the only ones that carry Saab ads and invitations from chummy little banks that offer -
free checking with a minimum deposit of only $500,000? The old, hoary, 19th-century
perception that one proves one’s high social status by attending classical music con-
certs is still very much with us.

But why would a young string quartet, composed of people who grew up in the
freedom-loving sixties or afterward, continue the trappings of those old class distinc-
tions? Why wear fancy clothing and force your audience to do likewise as though
we’re all pretending we're trying to look rich for an evening? Why observe a reverent
decorum while playing for an audience that would rather relate to the music by

Continued on page 64

BALENESCU -
QUARTET has =
worked with 3
Dayid Byrne,
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moving with it than by treating it as an
object of religious reflection?

Part of the rejection of conven-
tions is also intended to reverse the ill
effects of our being such a notation-
dependent musical culture. While
notation has allowed the European
tradition to build up a polyphonic
complexity unparalleled by other

Some of Haydn's and
Mozart's quartets
were premiered at

private gatherings by

a quartet consisting

of composers
Dittersdorf, Vanhal,
Mozart, and Haydn

musical traditions of the world (while
also keeping it somewhat limited in
the areas of rhythm and micro-
tonality), it has also encouraged a
page-oriented performance aesthetic
that de-emphasizes rapport with the
audience. Given that we do not want
to abandon notation—I"ve never met
a musician who seriously advocated
that—can’t we encourage a perfor-
mance practice that overcomes the
dulling effects of playing from the
page? Especially since we are now sur-
rounded by the freer examples of so
many African and Asian musicians.

But what of quartets like the Sol-
dier, Sirius, Turtle Island, and

Continued
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DA PONTE STRING QUARTET

“The quartet's members play beautifully. ..
a quiet triumph of plain speaking and
plain singing.” THE BOSTON GLOBE

Dean A. Stein, Ferdinand Liva, violins;
Mark Preston, viola; Myles Jordan, cello

WASHINGTON SAXOPHONE QUARTET

“The playing was expert!” wasrmaton PosT

Reginald Jackson, soprano; Rich Kleinfeldt, tenor;
James Steele, alto; Rick Parrell, baritone

THE AMBROSIA TRIO

“..the warmest treatment the composers
themselves could have hoped for.”

NEW YORK CONCERT REVIEW
Beulah Cox, violin; Christine Kuhn, cello;
Frank Daykin, piano

SPARX

“..truly virtuosic dialog...” TOLEDO BLADE
Joan Sparks, flute; Anne Sullivan, harp

AMADEUS VIRTUOSI OF NEW YORK,
VIENNESE ENTERTAINMENT

““...the presentation was extraordinary
...the ensemble a revelation.”

SARASOTA HERALD-TRIBUNE
Mary Alderdice Malin, Music Director

SOLID BRASS *

“Virtuosic and imaginative...precise, brisk,
rich tone...an appealing sound...exquisite
and dramatic...” THE NEW YORK TIMES
Douglas Haislip, Managing Director

NADA LOUTFI, rianisT

“...she is @ major talent.”
LAWRENCE LEIGHTON SMITH

JAMES GREENING-VALENZUELA

“..a violinist with a sound technique...his
musicianship is acute and mature.”
THE BOSTON GLOBE

LARRY SNITZLER, cLassicaL GuitarisT *

“Extraordinary.. .sensitive and expressive.”
EL COAREQ DE ANDALUCIA. Seville, Spain

BASSOON IN THE WILD
“Michael Rabinowitz merits a place in jazz
history...he's evolved into an astonishingly
forceful presence.” criie's chaice, CHICAGO READER
Michael Rabinowitz, jazz bassoonist

NEW YORK CABARET UNLIMITED

Ensemble members sing the musical revues
of George Gershwin, Irving Berlin, Cole Porter,
Lorenz Hart, and Gilbert & Sullivan.

* first season with LSMI

LOIS SCOTT MANAGEMENT, INC.
Post Office Box 140

Closter, N| 07624

phone (201)768-6970

fax (201) 768-7257
Isminc@aol.com
www.PerformingArts.net/LSMI
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Balanescu playing their own music instead of the repertoire? Well, as [ recall,
some of Haydn’s and Mozart’s quartets were premiered at private gatherings by
a quartet consisting of composers Dittersdorf, Vanhal, Mozart, and Haydn. On
one hand, composers have been forced to form their own groups by the diffi-
culty of getting their music sympathetically played by existing ensembles. On
the other, the return of the performer-composer brings a certain liveliness back
into music, and many of the pieces that result make a better impression than
most quartets written by composers who don’t know the medium intimately.
What happens, though, to the tradition of performing the great repertoire
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YALE SUMMER SCHOOL OF MUSIC
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Ca" (203) 432'1 966 for a free application or brochure.
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Joan Panetti, Director
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Frank Morelli, bassoon
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Ronald Roseman, oboe
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Joan Panetti
Robert van Sice
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Boris Berman
Claude Frank
Peter Frank!
Lilian Kallir

Joan Panetti
Elizabeth Parisot
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Syoko Aki, violin
Sidney Harth, violin
Ralph Kirshbaum, cello
Jesse Levine, viola
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New York
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Oberlin Conservatory of Music
presents the 28th

Baroque Performance
Institute
Kenneth SlOWik, Artistic Director
Anner Bylsma, Guest Artist
Michael Marissen, Musicologist

J.S. Bach and His Circle

featuring a performance of Bach’s
Christmas Oratorio, BWV 248

Beginning through professional levels
Daily coachings, master classes & lessons

with the Oberlin Baroque Ensemble
Lisa Goode Crawford, harpsichord
Michael Lynn, recorder & baroque flute
Marilyn McDonald, barogue violin
Catharina Meints, viol & barogque cello
and an international faculty including
Max van Egmond, voice
Christopher Krueger, baroque flute
Gonzalo Ruiz, baroque oboe

June 20—July 3

Strings and Piano in the
(Classical Era:
Sonatas & Chamber Music

David Breitman, fortepiano
Marilyn McDonald, violin
Kenneth Slowik, cello

June 13—19

Application deadlines May 1, 1999
For information call (440) 775-8044
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www.oberlin.edu/con
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of the past? Evidence suggests that it will remain intact. Our musicologically
sensitive age is less forgiving of anachronism than the nineteenth century was,
and the young quartets have not shown a tendency to desecrate the past under
the guise of preserving it. When Laura Seaton dips and gyrates while playing,
she’s doing it in her own music, which has that kind of freedom built in-—not in
Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge. The mix-and-match stylistic blending that the Turtle
Island Quartet enjoys is part of a larger postmodern phenomenon of fractured
consciousness, not a superficial attempt to update the classics. It’s true that
Charles Ives fans felt betrayed when the Kronos overdubbed themselves onto a

Dhicago
C

OLLEGE

MUSICAL

Presenting the Chicago Musical College Orchestral Program
faculty for the 1998-1999 academic year.

Joseph Golan, Principal Second Violin, Chicago Symphony Orchestra,
Artistic Director of the CMC Orchestral Program
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Principal Oboe, Chicago
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Carolee Smith
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William Buchman, Assistant
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Dale Clevenger,
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Alice Render
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Channing Philbrick
Lyric Opera of Chicago
Orchestra
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Assistant Principal Trumpes,
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Jay Friedman
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John Mindeman

Charles Vernon
(performance classes)
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Gene Pokorny
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Principal Tuba, Chicago
Symphony Orchestra

Charles Schuchat
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Edward Poremba
Principal Timpani,
Lyric Opera of Chicago
Orchestra
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Sarah Bullen
Principal Harp,
Chicago Symphony
Orchestra

NIVERSITY
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Cyrus Forough
Joseph Golan
Principal Second Violin,
Chicago Symphony Orchestra
Albert Wang
Lyric Opera of Chicago
Orchestra
Yuko Mori
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Li-Kuo Chang
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Chicago Symphony Orchestra
Richard Ferrin
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John Mark Rozendaal
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John Sharp
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Judy Stone
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Anne Harrington Heider,
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Kevin McNamara,
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Chicago Musical College - 430 South Michigan Ave - Chicago, IL 60605-1394 - 312-341-3789
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treasured recording of Ives playing the piano and singing, but such experiments
remain rare.

Besides, performance of older music was not characterized by the sedate
reverence that we retroactively project onto it. Clapping not only between
movements but even in the middle of them was common in Mozart’s time; when
I'see people clap between movements now, [ say to myself, there are the tradi-
tionalists, and also the ones who are reacting spontaneously to the music. We

Continued
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Cyrus Forough
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Mr. Cyrus Forough is a Laureate of the Tchaikovsky Inter-
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Chamber Music Con Brio!
A Winter Festival for
Amateur Chamber Musicians
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Turtle Bay Music School
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String Quartet and top Turtle Bay
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UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND
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Guarneri Fellowship Quartet in Residence
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Coolidge String Quartet
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have no CDs of live eighteenth-cen-
tury concerts to guide us, but the new
quartets just might be returning us to a
freer, more authentic performance
style that Mozart would have felt at
home with.

The swing of the great pendulum
of music history is broad and slow.
The classical period was not called
classical for nothing, and it began with
a period of intense experimentation,
with composers forming quartets to
try out their own new works in inti-
mate settings at which the audience
felt free to express pleasure and dis-
pleasure. If music swings back that
way again, we can at least savor the
phenomenon, and perhaps realize that
the nineteenth-century aesthetic of
sitting dead still before the majesty of
the great masterworks was, after all,
just one historical construction among
many.

Does this mean that break-danc-
ing will become part of the violinist’s
standard curriculum? I think not (al-
though the image is, I must say, de-
lightful to contemplate). In this period
of transition, we have no new tradi-
tion yet. Every one of these quartets is
a group of pioneers. The exciting
prospect is that the string quartet is
cutting, forever, the strings that tied it
to the nineteenth-century upper class.
It is—to put it in a flowery way—re-
turning to the bosom of the common
people from whence it originally
came. Someday no one will ever again
be able to use string quartet concert
attendance to exhibit or prove their
social status.

That means that every person in
the audience will be there just because
they love the music. How big a cul-
tural tragedy is that? ]




