
LEONARD 
BERNSTEIN: 
Celebrating the 
String Works

Enter 
JOSHUA 
BELL’s 
‘Fantasy’ World

 ELENA  
URIOSTE 
Finds her Violin Soul Mate

Brush  
Up Your  

Bow Hold

Special Focus: 
ADULT 

AMATEUR 
PLAYERS

Be Brave!  
Write Your  
Own Songs

StringsMagazine.com

August 2018 No. 280



Ascenté violin strings 
elevate the sophistication 

of my students’ tone.

- Dr. Charles Laux, Alpharetta, GA

D’Addario Ascenté is the first synthetic core string designed 
to elevate your craft. It’s the only string that combines the 
sophisticated tone, unbeatable pitch stability, and superior 
durability required by the progressing player. The next-level 
string for the next-level violinist.



http://robertsonviolins.com/


www.snowviolin.com 1-800-645-0703 snowviolin@yahoo.com

I started my musical 
journey twelve years ago, 
continuing to love what I do. 
I am extremely elated 
that snow violin has fulfilled 
my life with its intensity, 
power and beauty.

    Yaas Azmoudeh

http://www.snowviolin.com
mailto:snowviolin@yahoo.com
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The Best of 
the Future
In our ever-changing digital world,

musical instruments, like everything

else, evolve. Yamaha has combined

its expansive 100-year acoustic

experience with its unrivalled

technological leader-

ship to produce a

unique hybrid of

classical style and

modern function: the 

SV-200. It’s ideal for silent

practicing, spectacular 

performing and serious

recording. Learn all about

the SV-200, and every

other Yamaha modern

and classical violin, 

at 4wrd.it/SV200

STR13781 The Best of the Future SV-200.qxp_Layo          

https://usa.yamaha.com/products/musical_instruments/strings/?keyword=SV200&type=custom&ref=


1st prize of the 2018 Menuhin Competition

U   M
URS W. MÄCHLER
String Instruments for Soloists

Diana Adamyan playing her MÄCHLER violin

Hinterlandstrasse 62
D-35232 Dautphetal / Holzhausen

Tel.: +49 (0) 64 68 - 91 76 777
Fax: +49 (0) 64 68 - 91 76 778

www.maechler.de
info@maechler-violins.com

URS W. MÄCHLER
String Instruments for Soloists
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EDITOR’S NOTE

“A little part of me that had 
been on hold for years 
unlocked with every pull 
of the bow.” Judy Pollard 
Smith wrote that about 

her experience of beginning cello lessons at 
age 63. And I just loved it. It’s so easy, as 
adults, to postpone the things we want, but 
feel we can’t justify amid the swirl of profes-
sional and personal obligations that make up 
a busy life. Once Pollard Smith found that she 
had the time to reinvest in herself, she found 
that music had been waiting for her all along.

You’ll find her story in this issue’s special 
focus on adult amateurs, where we celebrate 
the dedication and generosity of this group of 
players who practice so diligently and share 
music freely without the allure of a paycheck. 
You’ll also find some advice there for amateur 
players looking for new musical experiences. 

Speaking of new musical experiences, 
Joshua Bell’s new release with the Academy 
of St Martin in the Fields includes a work  
he’s never recorded before: Bruch’s “Scottish 

Fantasy.” He’s paired this lesser-known work 
with Bruch’s ever-popular Violin Concerto 
No. 1. While Bell has recorded that piece 
before, and with the Academy as well, it was 
about 30 years ago, giving Bell plenty of time 
to refine his interpretation. Inge Kjemtrup 
chats with him about his rapport with the 
Academy, his love for the “Scottish Fantasy,” 
and how 30 years has changed his approach 
to Bruch’s famous work.

I hope you enjoy these stories and the oth-
ers in this issue, including a feature story 
about Leonard Bernstein’s contributions to 
the string world (visit StringsMagazine.com 
on August 25 for an online exclusive feature 
by cellist Barbara Bogatin about her experi-
ences working with Bernstein); a round-up of 
string-related items that mean the most to 
string stars and violin and bow makers; 
songwriting advice from Carrie Rodriguez, 
Amanda Shires, and Carla Kihlstedt; a bow-
hold brush-up; and so much more. 

As always, I’d love to know what you think.
   —Megan Westberg, editor
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Amateur Chamber Music Players (ACMP) home coaching workshop
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I t’s been a whirlwind few years for cellist 
Sheku Kanneh-Mason, who in 2016 gar-
nered the title of BBC Young Musician of 

the Year, performed for Prince Harry at a 
charity event in June 2017, and released his 
debut album Inspiration earlier this year. But 
while he carried on with his concert engage-
ments, preparing for a scheduled perfor-
mance with the Los Angeles Chamber 
Orchestra earlier this spring, he suddenly 
found himself adjusting his schedule due to a 
nice surprise: a personal call from Meghan 
Markle asking him to perform at her upcom-
ing wedding to Prince Harry.

“I was bowled over when Ms. Mar-
kle called me to ask if I would play 
during the ceremony, and of course I 
immediately said yes!” Kanneh-
Mason said in a press release. “What 
a privilege to be able to play the cello 
at such a wonderful event.”

Kanneh-Mason isn’t crowd-shy—
the 19-year-old cellist made a name 
for himself, alongside his musical sib-
lings, on Britain’s Got Talent in 2015. 
But performing in front of royalty and 
some of Hollywood’s biggest stars did 
add a new element to this perfor-
mance, he admits. “I’m definitely not 
used to playing at the royal weddings 
with famous faces watching,” he told 
People Royals. “That was something 
that was just such an honor—to get to 
perform for these people.” He added 
that a real highlight was seeing Elton 
John perform, and knowing that John 
likewise heard his performance, too.

When it came time for the recep-
tion, Kanneh-Mason performed three 
pieces: Fauré’s “Sicilienne” and “Après 
un rêve,” and Schubert’s “Ave Maria.” 
The first two pieces he selected, while 
the final piece was requested by the 
royal couple. The royal wedding’s 
music was all under the direction  
of James Vivian, music director of  
St. George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. 

Kanneh-Mason performs on a  
c. 1610 Antonius and Hieronymus 
Amati cello on loan from an anony-
mous sponsor.

Since the royal wedding, Kanneh-
Mason’s career has continued to 
receive additional boosts. His album, 
which reached the No. 1 spot on the 

US Billboard classical charts after its release 
in January, reclaimed the top spot in late 
May, as well as No. 60 on the overall Billboard 
200 chart. His album features works by 
Shostakovich, Saint-Saëns, an original cello 
arrangement of Bob Marley’s “No Woman, No 
Cry” by Kanneh-Mason, and much more.

Despite all of the fanfare, Kanneh-Mason 
remains humbled by the experience. “I think 
to play at anyone’s wedding is an honor,” he 
said in his People Royals interview. “But to 
play at a wedding of this significance, it’s just 
incredible. They’re so lovely. I’m just so glad 
to have been a part of their special day.”

ROYAL 
TREATMENT
Cellist Sheku Kanneh-Mason 
performs Fauré and Schubert 
at the royal wedding

By Stephanie Powell
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CANCER CLAIMS 
HOLLYWOOD BOWL 
CONCERTMASTER
Katia Popov, a Bulgarian-born, 

Los Angeles–based violinist, has 

died from ovarian cancer. She was 

50. Popov was selected as the 

first female concertmaster of the 

Hollywood Bowl, played often with 

the LA Philharmonic, and was a 

member of the Los Angeles Cham-
ber Orchestra and second violinist 

in the California String Quartet.

MILESTONES
The Academy of St 
Martin in the Fields 
has received a  

$1-million donation 

from the president of 

the American Friends 

of the Academy. This 

season marks the 

Academy’s 60th anni-

versary, kicking off with 

a celebratory concert 

in November 2019.

The Callisto Quartet took 

home the grand prize, 

worth $13,500, at the 

45th annual Fischoff 
National Chamber Music 
Competition in the senior 

division. In addition the 

quartet will be invited on 

a US Midwest tour and 

to concert engagements 

at the Emilia Romagna 
Festival in Italy in 2019.L
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A t the Curtis Institute of Music, becoming 
a world-touring musician isn’t just an 
aspiration—it’s a teaching tool. In 2008, 

the Institute established the Curtis on Tour 
program, which grants students professional 
touring experience across the United States 
and around the world. In the past ten years, the 
program has been responsible for 300 public 
concerts in 92 cities and 20 countries. In 2011 
and 2013, tours expanded to Asia and Latin 
America, respectively. Students, alumni, and 
faculty often unite onstage. Curtis students 
receive professional touring experience and 
participate in master classes and community-
engagement activities.

“The program is a pretty holistic look at the 
experience of a professional musician and  
the fact that you have to be good at a lot of 
things beyond just playing the violin or the 
viola or the cello or the piano,” says Roberto 
Díaz, Curtis president.

5 MINUTES 
WITH . . .  
VIOLIST 
ROBERTO 
DÍAZ

➟
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In 2016, a $55-million endowment by board 
chair Nina von Maltzahn allowed the program 
to become more integrated into the curricu-
lum. “Now, Curtis on Tour is part of the educa-
tion for every student. So if you come to Curtis, 
during your years here, you’ll probably go on 
tour at least once,” Díaz explains. The program 
has also become a vehicle for 14 new commis-
sioned works, including several for string 
quartet and other string works. One is Jenni-
fer Higdon’s 2015 Viola Concerto, which Díaz 
performed on its debut recording that won the 
Grammy Award for best contemporary classi-
cal composition and best classical compen-
dium this year.

Díaz took time right after a Curtis on Tour 
concert in Shanghai, China, to reflect on the 
program’s ten-year anniversary and the ben-
efits of “learning by doing.”

 —Cristina Schreil

How has Curtis on Tour developed in the past 
decade?
It’s amazing how the program has evolved 
and grown. It’s been an amazing education 
for the students, and the faculty and alums 
love doing it—it has brought the alums closer 
to the school. It’s been great just to see the 
evolution of it. We tour piano quartets, string 
quartets, sextets, vocal ensembles, and other 
mixed ensembles.

When you put together programs that are  
a little bit different than what you would nor-
mally have with a touring ensemble—whether 

it’s a piano trio, a string quartet, a guitar 
quartet—we really can tour these mixed 
ensembles. 

How does a student get selected to go on tour?
Students are selected by the president in con-
sultation with the dean, artistic advisor to 
the president, and the performance faculty. 
We generally try to spread out the opportu-
nity among different students and instru-
ment types to the greatest extent possible. 

How can touring be an educational 
experience?
We talk about that a lot, and also how you 
behave before the concert, after the concert, at 
donor events—all these little things. And, also 
how an interpretation evolves with repeated 
performances. So, for example, we were in 
Latin America with a string sextet for about 
three weeks, and if you heard the Brahms sex-
tet in the first performance and you heard it in 
the last performance, it was completely differ-
ent. The group just becomes a completely dif-
ferent thing. And so all of a sudden, the 
dynamics of the rehearsals—because you 
know you still have eight performances left—
[aren’t only] geared toward tonight. It’s like, 
“Why don’t we try this tonight? Let’s see if it 
works a little bit better than we did yesterday. 
This transition needs to be a little smoother. 
Can we try this with it? And if it doesn’t work, 
there’s tomorrow.” And so, it’s a completely dif-
ferent way of thinking about making music.

The comfort level changes?
To have an experience where you can play 
Mozart 5 eight times or ten times in three 
weeks, there aren’t too many violinists who get 
to do that. So your comfort level with the 
Mozart concerto, for instance, at the end of  
the tour is something that will be different  
for the rest of your life. You end up with these 
interpretations that are so evolved, which is a 
really great thing, because when you’re in your 
student days, and you get to play Schoenberg’s 
Verklärte Nacht 12 times, you own this piece in 
a way that most professionals don’t.

And the other thing is, we do a lot of com-
munity outreach on tours. It used to be that 
only the faculty members and the alums used 
to teach on the tours, doing master classes, 
but now I’m making it so that in certain 
places, the students are actually teaching the 
master classes. 

How does that work?
Well, for example, we were in Mexico City and 
there was huge student interest in what we 
were doing there. We played a concert in one 
of the big symphonic halls and there were 
around 1,400 people who came. I would say 
out of those 1,400, easily a thousand of them 
were students. And so then we were offering 
these master classes. The viola student of 
mine did the viola class and the two violin 
players did violin classes.

What unexpected things happen  
when students conduct their own  
master classes?
Actually, it was amazing because the local 
students really love to get to know the stu-
dents better. They’d be texting for days 
afterward, or sending videos, saying, “Hey, 
I’m trying this thing that you told me about. 
Does this look great?” They would never do 
that with me or some other old geezer. But 
with the students, they have this bond.

Is there anything special happening  
for Curtis on Tour’s 10th anniversary?
Although this wasn’t specifically to mark 
the 10th anniversary, we did embark on a 
major tour in February and March 2018 in 
honor of Leonard Bernstein’s 100th birth-
day. Bernstein was a Curtis graduate, so it 
was particularly special for Curtis to be able 
to perform Bernstein’s music around the 
country.  n



This weeklong all-inclusive tour will allow you
 to experience the music and culture of Cuba in a way few have before.

I have traveled a lot, but never 
before with a focus on music. 
That focus - both in terms of 
the program and in terms of 
my fellow travelers - made this 
particular trip into one I will 
never forget. I am still processing 
all we saw and heard! Just go!”
—MONICA January 2018 participant

Learn more at Stringletter.com/Cuba

JOIN US ON A MUSICAL JOURNEY!JOIN US ON A MUSICAL

http://stringletter.com/cuba/
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LETTER FROM INDIA

In December 2017 I received a call that I 
did not expect. It would put me on an air-
plane across the Atlantic and beyond.

So where have I been all this time?
Bollywood! I spent four months playing 

violin on tour for Arijit Singh, touring with 
him and world musicians all over India and 
South Africa. With stops in ten cities in both 
countries, it was the biggest tour to ever hit 
India!

Singh has been called India’s brightest star 
and the voice of the generation—and with 
good reason. He is considered the most suc-
cessful artist in the history of Indian music 
and Hindi films, and continues on this path of 
massive success. He sings Bollywood music—
the most popular type of Indian pop music.

To sum it up, I got to play beautiful music 
with a prolific star for passionately apprecia-
tive audiences alongside world-class musi-
cians backed by a dedicated production team 
while exploring a country completely differ-
ent than anything I had ever imagined. 

“Lucky” isn’t the right word. It was a 
dream—the coolest thing I’ve ever done.

Singh’s fulltime band includes guitars, 
bass, drums, ethnic strokes (mandolin, bou-
zouki, and more), keys, vocals, flutes, viola, 
percussion, and electronics/live triggering. 
The core band brings much more than excep-
tional musicianship, skill, and artistry. They 
operate like a family, dedicated to and 

appreciative of one another on all levels, per-
sonally and professionally. 

Singh created a unique experience for his 
fans by inviting a group of international 
musicians to collaborate with his band  
for the 2018 India Tour. It was a once-in-a- 
lifetime group to be a part of, and I had the 
honor of being his fiddle player.

Instrumentation of the international 
group of musicians—who came from the 
United States, Germany, Austria, Israel, 
Spain, the United Kingdom, and India—
included didgeridoo, qanun, vibraphone, 
sitar, bagpipes, flamenco guitar, accordion, 
handpan, cello, and violin. Singh and his 
band worked individually with each instru-
mentalist to create new parts for every fea-
tured piece, rearranging cherished songs and 
mega hits to add new dimensions to the 
music and highlight musicians from around 
the world. 

He spent time with each musician on each 
song, building upon his vision for the tour 
while also allowing the strengths and per-
sonality of each musician to shine. Rehears-
ing and making new parts with him 
one-on-one was an unexpected, beautiful, 
and memorable experience for me.

I had never really heard or played Bolly-
wood music before the tour. I play country, 
rock, and pop all the time, so I’m very com-
fortable learning music in those styles at a 

GAME 
CHANGER
How touring India and South 
Africa with Bollywood star 
Arijit Singh changed my life

By Cassandra Sotos

I have been a full-time professional 
musician for several years—fortunate 
to have enough opportunities to keep 

my head spinning, but still growing both as 
an artist and as a person. I’ve been blessed to 
see most of the United States with my violin 
in hand. I’ve always wanted to tour interna-
tionally. (My answer to “What do you want 
to be when you grow up?” might have been 
“international rock star” since 1998, but 
who’s counting?) 

The biggest part of me is still a kid who 
loves playing the violin and performing more 
than anything else in the world. I can barely 
contain my excitement about it, and every 
new thing I get to do strikes me with disbe-
lief and appreciation. JI
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moment’s notice since they’re already in my 
heart and hands. This opportunity came up so 
quickly that we didn’t have time to exchange 
music beforehand, so all of my learning was 
done on the spot—I found out about the tour 
and within two weeks I was in India. 

I was able to acquaint myself with Singh’s 
hits before agreeing to the tour, but the nor-
mal preparation time just wasn’t there. Addi-
tionally, since this was a new vision for the 
tour, a lot of the arrangements hadn’t been 
created yet. Rehearsals were stressful—it 
was crunch time. But Bollywood music (espe-
cially Singh’s live arrangements) has strong 
elements of pop and rock so I was able to 
learn and keep up—in part because the team 
was so helpful and understanding.

Being in a place so far away and different 
from home for such a length of time was a 
new experience for me. People might sur-
round you, but you are still separated from 
the people you know and your daily routine 
at home. Not knowing how people will react 
to you personally and professionally while 
learning and navigating the cultural differ-
ences can be very daunting. 

Until you learn to get around on your own, 
you basically relinquish the control to take 
care of yourself—something very difficult 
for me. I have even more respect and appre-
ciation for individuals who leave their home 
country to live in a new place. Everyone 

should know what it’s like to be somewhere 
where you don’t fit in right away.

E xperiencing the live shows made up for 
every difficult moment along the way.  
The way that Singh’s fans so passionately 

adore him—his songs, performance, and band 
is a sight to behold. Playing for crowds of peo-
ple in the tens of thousands singing along with 
every word, full of happy excitement, is the 
norm. Our biggest crowd was in Ahmedabad in 
front of 40,000 people, and it was absolute 
insanity. I will never forget that night.

In addition to having incredible profes-
sional experiences, I had time to explore sev-
eral areas of India. The project was based in 
Mumbai, so that is where I spent most of my 
time exploring, but I was also able to visit 
several cities and sites throughout the coun-
try including Delhi, the Taj Mahal, Darjeel-
ing, and Kerala. I tried every different kind of 
food I could find from several regions of the 
country—and yes, it was all amazing.

A special experience for me was performing 
at the Happy Home & School for the Blind in 
Mumbai. Magdalena Sas, a cellist with the 
international group of musicians, lives in 
Mumbai and volunteers her time as a cello 
instructor at the school. She graciously invited 
the world musicians to come take a tour of the 
facility and a few of us were able to play our 
instruments for the students. I played 

American and Canadian fiddle tunes and was 
able to share my violin with the kids afterward 
so they could feel the instrument themselves, 
which was my favorite part of the event.

When telling people that you’ll be travel-
ing to India, you will receive many differing 
and conflicting reactions. When you ask what 
you should expect, you will receive a unani-
mous, resounding response. India is inde-
scribable and you must experience it for 
yourself, but know one thing for certain—it 
will change you.

I learned so many things about the world 
and myself while I was gone. It’s easy to see 
oneself through a lens of current life, expec-
tations, and circumstances. It’s a telling jour-
ney to see where your heart and mind takes 
you when the comforts, routines, and dis-
tractions of your normal life are removed: 
what simple things bring you joy, where your 
thoughts roam, what music moves you; how 
you deal with successes, failures, pressure, 
and grief; whom you connect with and the 
sometimes unexpected impact they have on 
you; understanding your own willingness to 
appreciate the differences in people and 
places from the inside out.

I found that in what seems like a world away, 
no matter what instrument you play or what 
song you sing, we’re all still trying to say the 
same things. It was an honor to be invited to 
join this tour. And  I can’t wait to get back. nJI
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LEONARD  
BERNSTEIN  
AT 100
Celebrating 
the legendary 
composer-
conductor’s 
string works and 
unbridled loyalty 
to the music

By Thomas May
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C
omposer. Conductor. Educator. 
Humanitarian. Even the official 
leonardbernstein.com website 
attempts to cope with its name-

sake’s oversize legacy by parceling it into cate-
gories. The music world has yet again been 
attempting to reassess it all throughout this 
centennial year—the actual 100th anniver-
sary of his birth occurs this month—when the 
absence of “the next Leonard Bernstein” seems 
to be felt with an especially intense pang.

Amid that superabundance of gifts, one 
area that probably doesn’t spring instantly to 
mind is Bernstein’s contribution to the world 
of strings. Yet for Bernstein himself, two 
string-related works represent his most-
cherished accomplishments as conductor and 
composer, respectively.

In Dinner with Lenny, his book-length inter-
view conducted during the last year of Bern-
stein’s life, Jonathan Cott pressed the 
maestro to nominate one among his hun-
dreds of recordings that was most special to 
him. Bernstein chose the transcription for 
string orchestra of Beethoven’s String Quar-
tet in C-sharp minor, Op. 131, as “my per-
sonal favorite record that I’ve ever made in 
my life.” Recorded in 1977 with the Vienna 
Philharmonic’s string section, it’s paired with 
a transcription of Beethoven’s final quartet, 
Op. 135, also with the Vienna players in 1989, 
on a Deutsche Grammophon release.

Though Bernstein never got around to 
writing in the string-quartet medium him-
self, the Op. 131 transcription held a special 
significance for him that dated back to his 
undergraduate years at Harvard. As a sopho-
more in 1937, soon after Dmitri Mitropoulos 
made his American debut conducting the 
Boston Symphony, Bernstein experienced a 
life-changing encounter: “I learned for the 
first time what a conductor does and how he 
has to study,” he wrote. Mitropoulos appar-
ently encouraged the young talent at various 
times to dedicate his life to composing and 
conducting. Notes biographer Humphrey 
Burton, “Even as a boy, Bernstein was eager 
for fame. But it may have been Mitropoulos 
who inspired him to believe that he had the 
potential for greatness.”

In particular, Bernstein held onto Mitro-
poulos’ edition of Op. 131, from which the 
Greek conductor had prepared the string-
orchestra version that figured on one of his 
Boston programs—Bernstein also attended W
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father in London. “Kremer understood it at a 
very deep level. He got the heartrending 
beauty of ‘Agathon’ but also brought some-
thing so playful and clownish to the humor 
that’s also in the piece.” 

Kremer himself recalls his first encounters 
with Bernstein in Israel around the topic of 
Serenade in 1979—the violinist, then living in 
the former Soviet Union, was able to get a  
pass to travel only through some elaborate 
behind-the-scenes string-pulling—when they 
recorded the work live with the Israel Philhar-
monic. The same orchestra had given the 
world premiere in 1954 in Venice, with Isaac 
Stern as the soloist. 

Kremer’s account became the third and last 
recording with Bernstein conducting Sere-
nade. He had recorded it twice before: with 
Isaac Stern and the Orchestra of the Air (in 
1956) and with Zino Francescatti and the New 
York Philharmonic (in 1965).

“I remember a moment during the 
rehearsal,” says Kremer. “Suddenly Lenny 

exclaimed: ‘I didn’t know that I wrote such a 
beautiful piece!’ You couldn’t get a better 
compliment, to hear that from the composer. 
It encouraged me to do my best.”

C
ompleted in the summer of 1954 
(while he was working on his “prob-
lem child” project Candide), Sere-
nade dates from the period when 

Bernstein was focused on his mission as a 
composer—before his permanent position 
leading the New York Philharmonic cemented 
his public image as a star conductor. 

Herbert Glass, who was second in command 
at the New York Philharmonic’s press office 
from 1962 to 1966, recalls first getting to 
know Bernstein while he was an undergradu-
ate at Brandeis University, where the latter had 
a gig as a freelance teacher (well before his ten-
ure with the New York Philharmonic). “This 
was the time around Serenade, when he had a 
huge following on the campus, and he was 
really making his living by doing lecture 

the rehearsals. He later used it for his famous 
Beethoven cycle with the Vienna Philhar-
monic.

Bernstein even made the extraordinary ges-
ture of dedicating his recording to his 
wife, Felicia Cohn Montealegre, who was dying 
at the time—“the only record I’ve ever dedi-
cated to anyone,” Bernstein told Cott. “And I 
had to fight with the Vienna Philharmonic 
string players to get them to do it.” He added: 
“You can’t understand any Mahler unless you 
understand this piece, which moves and 
stabs—and with its floating counterpoint.”

As a composer, Bernstein was known to 
single out Serenade after Plato’s “Symposium” 
for Solo Violin, Harp, and Percussion (to give 
the score’s official full title) as the “favorite 
symphonic work” from his output, remarks 
Robert McDuffie, one of the piece’s foremost 
champions today. The violinist, who also 
directs the Robert McDuffie Center for 
Strings at  Mercer University,  made a 
recording of Serenade (coupled with William 
Schuman’s Violin Concerto) with Leonard 
Slatkin and the St. Louis Symphony that gar-
nered a Grammy nomination in 1990.

McDuffie’s account helped pave the way to 
more widespread familiarity with Bernstein’s 
only de facto violin concerto—indeed, one of 
the few concertante works he wrote overall. 
Since then, a remarkable spectrum of violin-
ists has staked a claim to the work, with espe-
cially noteworthy recordings by Hilary Hahn, 
Joshua Bell, Renaud Capuçon, Philippe 
Quint, and, recently, Anne Akiko Meyers.

“Almost 30 years later, I still play it every 
season and must have played it at least 130 
times by now,” McDuffie says. “When I started 
to learn Serenade, it was more of a concertmas-
ter piece, meaning the concertmaster would 
typically play it when Bernstein was a guest 
conductor. The title is slightly misleading: It 
actually is a major violin concerto. I fell in love 
with it the minute I heard the ‘Agathon’ [Ada-
gio] movement. Any atheist would start believ-
ing in God after hearing that piece. That’s 
when I knew I had to learn it.”

Bernstein’s own fondness for Serenade is a 
feeling shared by many who have loved his 
music over a long period. “Serenade is my per-
sonal favorite because it has such a satisfying 
trajectory,” says Jamie Bernstein, the firstborn 
of the composer’s three children. She adds that 
she first got to know it seriously when she 
heard Gidon Kremer’s performances with her 

Bernstein recieves an award at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam
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courses on the history of music. He was 
extremely funny and erudite beyond belief.”

Serenade seems at first glance an unusual 
candidate for such lofty status among Bern-
stein’s compositions. There’s no overt con-
nection to the stage—though the music has 
inspired numerous choreographers, includ-
ing Alexei Ratmansky with American Ballet 
Theater most recently—and no role even  
for the composer’s alter ego as a solo per-
former, the piano. 

Yet Serenade stands out, in the view of 
Marin Alsop, one of Bernstein’s conductor 
protégées, as “a masterpiece that withstands 
the test of time.” She expressly chose to pro-
gram Serenade as part of this summer’s Balti-
more Symphony tour—its first overseas tour 
in more than a decade and her first appear-
ances abroad with the ensemble—with vio-
linist Nicola Benedetti. “Like any great piece, 
it gets better the more you work on it,” 
observes Alsop. “You see more and more lay-
ers and subtleties.”

In some ways, Serenade can be viewed as a 
microcosm for Bernstein’s artistic interests. 

“It embodies so much of Leonard Bernstein 
and his connection to the wider world, bring-
ing together seemingly disparate elements,” 
according to Alsop. The musical language 
incorporates what is often labeled Bernstein’s 
“eclecticism”—a word that never seems to 
suit what really happens in his music, where 
Bernstein metabolizes the motley sources 
that inspired him into something recogniz-
ably his own. The composer shows himself in 
his most serious, ecstatic vein in the Adagio, 
which Burton ascribes to his “doom-laden 
prophet” voice, while rounding it all off with 
the spirit of “a jazzy iconoclast.” Burton sees 
these traits as elements of a larger self-por-
trait reflected throughout the score, embrac-
ing his most contradictory aspects.

Serenade shows off Bernstein’s brilliance as 
an orchestral thinker yet calls for an ensem-
ble of remarkably limited resources. McDuffie 
remarks that when he started getting to know 
the piece via Kremer’s recording, he couldn’t 
believe “it was just a string orchestra with 
percussion. Bernstein manipulates it inge-
niously to make it swing in the last movement 

like a big band.” He adds: “It’s also hard as hell 
to play! It’s as awkward violinistically in the 
first movement as is the Stravinsky concerto. 
Some intervals have to be played elegantly 
and beautifully, so you can’t just throw your 
bow on the string as in a Paganini caprice. 
And you have to dance with the orchestra.”

One issue that remains open to debate is 
Serenade’s putative relationship to the dialogue 
of Plato mentioned in the full title. Like his idol 
Mahler, Bernstein became skittish about the 
program he suggested in his own commentary. 
On the one hand, he noted that he was inspired 
by “a rereading of Plato’s charming dia-
logue, The Symposium” and even titled the five 
movements after the seven characters who 
appear at a drinking party where the (very 
Mahlerian) topic is love itself: Taking turns, 
the revelers deliver an impromptu speech in 
praise of love, each offering a different descrip-
tion of its true nature. 

Plato’s same-sex imagery—notoriously 
bowdlerized in earlier translations of the 
Greek—may have added to Bernstein’s per-
sonal fascination with the Symposium. And 

Marin Alsop with Bernstein
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while the Jewish themes that inspired so 
much of Bernstein’s work are absent, he felt 
instinctively drawn to the Socratic method 
that shapes Plato’s dialogue form, attracted 
by its similarity to Talmudic questioning to 
arrive at the truth.

On the other hand, he downplayed the 
idea of a program, and commentators like 
Humphrey Burton have cast doubt on the 
Plato connection, suggesting it emerged as 
more of an afterthought near the end of writ-
ing the piece.

Alsop remains convinced of a closer connec-
tion to the Symposium. “So many of his works 
use literature as their inspiration. In rereading 
the Symposium a few times, I think he was able 
to distill a very erudite topic into its simplest 
form. Bernstein was a wonderful storyteller 
and recreated the dialogue here his own way, 
in musical terms, with humor and real success. 
But, of course, one doesn’t need to know the 
Plato to get the message.” McDuffie adds: 
“Bernstein told me, ‘Just think of love and 
you’ll be fine.’ But it really did help to read the 

Plato and see that he had a field day with this 
dinner party with a bunch of drunk philoso-
phers. It added a dimension to the piece where 
I can visualize as well as just try to be a good 
messenger.”

I
f you consider the achievement of Sere-
nade, more’s the pity that Bernstein 
never got around to composing a cello 
concerto proper, though for his good 

friend Mstislav Rostropovich he did arrange 
the Three Meditations from MASS for solo 
cello and chamber ensemble. “From my 
father’s perspective, the cello spoke from the 
heart almost more than any instrument,” 
says Jamie Bernstein.

Yet he did channel that love of the instru-
ment into some very special recordings. From 
his home base in Brussels, Mischa Maisky 
recalls the magical period of working together 
on the Dvořák Cello Concerto, which was 
paired with Ernest Bloch’s Schelomo on a 
release in 1988. It was the last in a series of 
concertante-related recordings for Deutsche 

Grammophon he and Bernstein collaborated 
on, starting with the Brahms Double Con-
certo in 1982, on which the cellist was paired 
with Gidon Kremer, and continuing with the 
Schumann Cello Concerto in 1985. 

“He announced that he was going to con-
clude the series but when he heard the results 
of the Dvořák, he was very touched and 
wanted to plan for another one in May 1991, 
with Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto and 
the Sinfonia Concertante of Prokofiev,” says 
Maisky. “The last time we met was before he 
went to Berlin in 1989 [for the famous 
Beethoven Ninth–Fall of the Wall celebra-
tion]. And I wasn’t free until this period in 
1991 to do the next project, but by then he 
had of course died.”

Incredibly, Bernstein had never previously 
conducted the Dvořák milestone, according 
to Maisky. The recording was made from live 
performances on a tour with the Israel Phil-
harmonic. “His score was completely covered 
with markings analyzing every harmony as if 
he were the composer. It was not easy for me 

Mischa Maisky with Bernstein
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as a soloist, because I had to change a lot of 
things in my interpretation of a piece which I 
played all my life. For example, he got this 
great idea that the beginning of the last 
movement should be at the pulse of a heart-
beat, which is actually very logical. So at the 
end of the slow movement at every concert, 
he would religiously try to find his pulse in 
his hand holding the baton, and that would 
be the tempo. Sometimes it was very slow, 
and the next day it was suddenly quite fast. 
The differences in tempo made the DG pro-
ducer very nervous.”

The fact that at this point in his career, 
near the very end, Bernstein would take time 
to focus on concerts might seem hard to 
fathom. “He didn’t treat this as ‘accompani-
ment’ but as major orchestral pieces,” Maisky 
explains. “I had the privilege to play more 
than 20 concerts altogether with Bernstein. 
Making music with him was an unforgettable 
experience every time. We shared a certain 
attitude toward music making, which is to 
treat every concert like it is the most 

important concert of your life. It was reassur-
ing for me that he felt the same way. Some 
people thought all the exuberance and jump-
ing and so on was just a matter of show, but I 
know that he was the most sincere and pas-
sionate musician imaginable.” 

Kremer also looks back on his performances 
with Bernstein as unmatched highlights: “The 
experience of playing those masterpieces with 
Lenny was really special because I understood 
that he was to the core of his soul an artist who 
immersed himself completely in whatever he 
would do. It was very unpredictable. The flow 
of the music every evening was different, never 
copy and paste. He really created on the spot. 
And this kind of risk-taking was something 
very dear to me. 

“It doesn’t mean you are always successful, 
but it makes you focus as much as you can on 
the work that you perform. Lenny was always 
there just for the sake of the music, and this 
was a great schooling for me to remain loyal 
to my own ideals and to serve the music, as 
loyal to its spirit as he was.” 

Serenade  
shows off 

Bernstein’s 
brilliance as 

an orchestral 
thinker  

yet calls for 
an ensemble 

of remarkably 
limited 

resources.

Leonard Bernstein and Maximilian Schell for TV series ‘Bernstein/Beethoven’
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JOURNEY TO  
THE HIGHLANDS
Joshua Bell’s new recording with the Academy of St Martin 
in the Fields pairs Bruch’s ever-popular Violin Concerto  
No. 1 with his lesser known ‘Scottish Fantasy’
By Inge Kjemtrup 
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M
ax Bruch’s Violin 
Concer to No.  1 
always lands in the 
top ten of any list of 
the most popular 

and frequently performed classical 
pieces. That’s why it’s a cornerstone of 
the repertory for concert violinists 
such as Joshua Bell. He plays it regu-
larly in concert and has recorded it 
more than once—in fact, it features 
on Bell’s very first recording with the 
Academy of St Martin in the Fields, 
released 30 years ago. By contrast, 
Bruch’s Scottish Fantasy in E-flat 
major, Op. 46, doesn’t get nearly as 
much attention, despite its many vir-
tuoso and musical charms. Consider 
that it’s only now, some three decades 
after that intial release, that Bell has 
recorded the Fantasy, taking on the 
duel role of soloist and conductor 
with the Academy of St Martin in the 
Fields.

“It’s one of those pieces I grew up 
listening to and I always loved it, but I 
never found the chance to play it until 
recently,” Bell explains. “I think it’s 
one of the most gorgeous pieces.” The 

recording that the young Bell 
favored was made by Jascha 
Heifetz in 1947. “It was a spe-
cial piece for Heifetz. I think 
he even chose to play it in his 
final concert in Paris.”

Although I am speaking to 
Bell on the phone, his pas-
sion for the violin, seasoned 
with a mischievous sense of 
humor, comes through 
clearly, for example when he 
reminisces about hearing the 
Fantasy played by fellow stu-
dents at the Meadowmount 
School of Music. “They used 
to call the piece ‘Scratching 

Frantical ly’! As with so many 
pieces—the Bruch concerto or even 
the Mendelssohn concerto—it suf-
fers from being thought of as a stu-
dent piece. 

“The Scottish Fantasy can sound 
like ‘Scratching Frantically’ if you 
don’t play it well. There are a lot of 
three- or four-note chords played in 

I think [the 
‘Scottish 
Fantasy’] 

is a genius 
piece and 

underrated 
in the 

repertoire.
repetition and they can sound awful. But if it’s played well, it 
actually is one of the most beautiful pieces I know for the 
instrument, and also beautifully orchestrated. I think it’s a 
genius piece and underrated in the repertoire.”

What led the German-born Bruch (1838–1920) to compose 
a piece about faraway Scotland, a place he had not then vis-
ited? With its rugged landscape, thorny history, and distinc-
tive folk music, Scotland had irresistible appeal to many 
Romantic composers, not least Mendelssohn, who had visited 
the land of haggis and kilts before he composed his “Hebrides” 
Overture and Symphony No. 3 “Scottish.” R
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While writing the Fantasy in Berlin 
in 1879–80, Bruch’s likely source was 
a Scottish folksong collection, The 
Scots Musical Museum, printed in 
1780. Within its pages are the folk 
songs that appear in the Fantasy, 
including the melody of ‘Scots Wha 
Hae’, to which Robert Burns later 
added vigorously nationalist lyrics. 
You can hear that melody in the 
fourth movement, while “Through 
the Wood Laddie” is in the first, “The 
Dusty Miller” in the second, and “I’m 
Doun for Lack O’Johnnie” is in the 

third. You’ll also hear plenty 
of iterations of the “Scottish 
snap”—a short, accented 
note followed by a longer 
note—and many passages 
that feature the harp, an 
instrument linked in the 
Romantic mind to ancient 
ballads. (Bruch’s original 
title for the concerto was 
Fantasy for Violin with Orches-
tra and Harp, freely using Scot-
tish Folk Melodies.)

I
n a press release for Bell’s 
new recording, much is 
made of the fact that his 
father was of Scottish 
descent. Bell sounds 

dubious about the idea that 
this gives him inside knowl-
edge of the Fantasy. “I 
wouldn’t say my Scottish 
heritage gives me any special 
right to play it,” he says. “I do 
love the soulfulness of the 
tunes and I’ve always gravi-
tated toward the Mendels-
sohn ‘Scottish’ Symphony, 
which I’ve had the great privi-
lege to direct with the Acad-
emy many times. I love the 
Third Symphony, it’s my 

favorite, but I don’t know if that’s also 
because it’s my Scottish ancestry!”

Bell reminds me that the Fantasy 
wasn’t the only work by Bruch to draw 
on another culture for inspiration. “He 
also wrote Kol Nidrei, which is very 
Jewish. He wasn’t Jewish, so he clearly 
had a knack for capturing the spirit of 

When you 
work with 

conductors, 
and many 

of them 
great 

conductors, 
you learn 

something 
from every 

one of 
them—

sometimes 
what to do, 
sometimes 

what not  
to do.

different ethnic flavors.” Bruch composed Kol Nidrei for cello and 
orchestra, Op. 47, in 1880, by which point he was the director of 
the Liverpool Philharmonic Society. It was with that orchestra 
and the violinist Joseph Joachim that the Scottish Fantasy had 
its premiere on February 22, 1881. Although Joachim was 
Brahms’ violinist of choice, his performance of the Fantasy dis-
pleased Bruch, who claimed Joachim had “ruined” the piece. A 
surprising statement, considering that Bruch later dedicated the 
Third Violin Concerto to Joachim, but then the composer may 
have had a different kind of violinist in mind: the Fantasy’s dedi-
catee was the Spanish virtuoso Pablo de Sarasate, who per-
formed it two years later.

For several early performances, the work’s title included the 
word “concerto” and I ask Bell why he thinks that was dropped 
in the end. He cites the fact that the Fantasy has four move-
ments rather than the more conventional three. “It’s really like 
four vignettes,” Bell says. “He was unsure whether he should call 
it a concerto because the first movement doesn’t have a tradi-
tional structure. In a way it’s like the prelude to the slow move-
ment. And I believe he asked Joachim whether it warranted 
being called a concerto and the answer was, ‘This is definitely 
close enough to be called a concerto.’” Plus, we agree there’s a 
certain curb appeal in the name. “I like the idea of Scottish Fan-
tasy. It’s a much more glamorous title.”

Bell’s first recording of the Scottish Fantasy is coupled on the 
new disc with the First Concerto, a work that, as mentioned, he 
knows extremely well. “You know, after playing something that 
many times over the years it organically changes. You discover 
things along the way; you discover new ways to tell the story, in 
a more natural way. I have more insights into many things, 
whether rhythmic or harmonic. I feel I understand the piece so 
much better than when I was 19. I feel I understand the orches-
tral part in a much deeper way than I did when I was younger. 
Part of that is because I have to direct things as well.”

It turns out that while soloing with every major orchestra on 
the planet, Bell was taking mental notes. “When you work with 
conductors, and many of them great conductors, you learn some-
thing from every one of them—sometimes what to do, some-
times what not to do. Whenever you work with a conductor, you 
have to choose your battles. You can’t take over your rehearsal 
and say you want this and this. You have to be diplomatic and try 
to get on. When I’m directing it myself, I can always delve into 
every little detail—my laundry list of things I’ve always wished 
I’d heard from the orchestra. It’s a lot of fun to do it that way, and 
with the Academy, all the ingredients were there.”

S
o about that first recording session: Bell was a 
freshly minted soloist in his late teens when he flew 
to London to record Bruch’s First Concerto and 
Mendelssohn’s Concerto in E minor with the Acad-
emy of St Martin in the Fields. The experience was 

memorable, though not for the best reasons, as he explains: “I’d 
never made a record before, and I just signed with Decca 
Records. Basically my schedule in London that week was that I 
had three days to record my first solo album [Presenting Joshua 



 StringsMagazine.com 27

Bell]. To this day I’m rather proud of 
that album. It had some quirky 
unusual pieces and it also represents 
the era when I was still studying with 
my teacher, Josef Gingold. He placed 
great value on that old virtuoso reper-
toire, which I really appreciated. 

“What they did that week [was] put 
me through three days of recording 
that album and straight the next day 
into a recording studio with the Acad-
emy and Neville Marriner, without 
any rehearsal. Just basically turn on 
the light and start playing the Bruch 
and Mendelssohn concertos. Knowing 
what I know today about the process, I 
would have never agreed to that kind 
of schedule, but at the time I was like, 
‘Sure, I’ll do whatever you tell me.’ As 
much as I admire Neville Marriner, 
and the orchestra was amazing as 
always, it wasn’t the ideal circum-
stances to really make it the way I 
would have liked.”

Thirty years later, he is the artistic director of the Academy, 
and he speaks warmly about their “wonderful” relationship. 
“The Academy is my musical family right now,” he says. “I see 
the orchestra coming out after concerts with smiles on their 
faces, like on a high after a concert. It never feels like they’re 
just phoning it in or doing their job. So refreshing to have that 
attitude from an orchestra. You don’t always get that, sadly.”

In his conducting role, he has led the Academy through the 
first eight Beethoven symphonies. Now that Bell has signed 
on for another three years as artistic director, there’s talk that 
the Ninth beckons. “I think it’s really important for any musi-
cian to always find new territory, to always feel you’re a stu-
dent, because otherwise you get stagnant and everything 
suffers. I think you always need to be exploring and I defi-
nitely feel like I have territory to explore with [the Academy].”

Meanwhile, there is the new album. I’m sure I’m not the 
first, nor will I be the last, journalist to ask about that Scottish 
connection. “My father was proud of his Scottish heritage,” 
says Bell. “He used to talk about his grandfather being part of 
the Black Watch battalion of Scotland. He was sort of a Scot-
ophile, my father. We even bought a house on a street called 
Inverness Farm Road.” To borrow again from Robert Burns, 
Bell’s heart may not be in the Highlands, but a little bit of Scot-
land the brave is definitely inside of Joshua Bell. n 
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W
hen someone asks you about 
your most prized possession, 
something immediately comes 
to mind, r ight? An auto-

graphed Itzhak Perlman record, your favorite 
stuffed animal, ticket stubs from your first 
concert—personal treasures often mean the 
most. We’ve asked players and violin and bow 
makers to name their most prized string-
related possession (other than an instrument 
or bow), and the results vary as far and wide 
as their styles of music.  —Stephanie Powell

String players and makers on their most sentimental string-related items 
PRIZED POSSESSIONS

1
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1Lara St. John, violinist
Something I prize highly is a Barenreiter 

hardbound copy of the manuscript of the six 
Bach violin solo works given to me a few 
years ago by Jean-Anne Aldwell, the widow 
of pianist and theoretician Edward Aldwell, 
from whom I learned so much about counter-
point, voicing, and harmony as a young musi-
cian. I believe he bought it in 1977 while 
traveling in Germany. We are inordinately 
lucky that this manuscript survived into our 
time, unlike so many that have been lost.

Another adored possession is the design I 
got painted on my $300 “shiddle” in Oaxaca, 
Mexico, by a lady at a marketplace who 
worked in the art of Oaxacan pointillism. I 
told her I loved lizards and to do whatever 
she liked, and the result is now a centerpiece 
of my living room!

2James N. McKean, violin maker
One day in late July or early August 1973, 

I walked into a violin shop in Bloomington, 
Indiana, intent on buying an E string. I was in 
a Russian language immersion course, but 
playing a lot of fiddle to relax. When I walked 
out, I had my string, but I was no longer going 
to Russia. In fact, I had decided to drop out of 
college and become a violin maker. But I had 
to find a place to learn how to do it. Someone 
told me about Peter Prier, who had just 
opened a school in Salt Lake City. I called him 
and he told me that a student hadn’t shown 
up, so there was a space available, and I could 
take it, and so I did.

Monday morning, when I walked into the 
school, I was shown to my spot, the last on 
one of the benches that ran the full length of 
the side walls. I put down my bag, and there, 
on the narrow shelf above the bench, was a 
tiny plastic pig. Green Acres was my favorite 
TV show—and here was Arnold to greet me. 
(Arnold Ziffel, Fred’s Pig.)

It’s been 45 years, and Arnold is still with 
me. He’s in the small tin box where I keep the 
essentials I use all the time. Every time I catch 
a glance of him, I’m taken back to that magical 
day, when I walked through that door in Salt 
Lake City, took my place at the bench, looked 
around, and knew it was actually happening: I 
was going to be a violin maker.  

3Susan Lipkins, bow maker
Imagine going to the Oberlin bow-making 

workshop for the first time and seeing all  

2
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of your colleagues well tooled up (which I 
wasn’t). The tool I coveted the most was the 
traditional French bow maker’s drill called a 
Fouret, which is hand-operated and con-
trolled by a recycled fencing foil strung up 
with a nylon cord. 

The way to operate the drill is to string up 
the foil and take one turn around the drive 
cylinder with the nylon cord. With the drill 
clamped to the workbench, one moves the 
foil back and forth, much like a bow playing  
a violin. 

One holds the bow in line with the drill 
and in this way can perform 18th-century 
bow drilling in the 21st century.  

Bow maker and friend Michael Hattala 
had made many of the Fouret drills there at  
the Oberlin workshop, and was intending to 
make another few. I was lucky to get my 
name on his list. In 2005, my very own 
Fouret drill was brought to Oberlin by 
Michael to be stamped “Oberlin 2005” along 
with the personal bow stamps of 17 of my 
colleagues.

4Alasdair Fraser, fiddler
One of the most beloved gifts I ever 

received is an art piece created by acclaimed 
mosaic artist Jenni McGuire. Jenni is also a 
keen fiddler and has led workshops in visual 
arts and crafts at our Sierra Fiddle Camp as a 
way for students young and old to spend time 
“off the instrument,” while gaining perspec-
tive and thinking creatively as we explore our 
music together. Jenni loves to work with 
recycled materials and here she took an old 
violin that was no longer playable and gave it 
new life. Inside the violin, in the usually 
“dark inner sanctum” she placed pieces of 
gold to cause the violin to twinkle anew. 

It is absolutely beautiful and, in her own 
words, “The musical world informs my mosaic 
work as an integral part of its creation. Tradi-
tional music styles often overlap and blend, 
morphing and evolving. Taking genre cross-
pollination a step further was inevitable, 
exploring where multiple arts intersect. 
Sound waves meet solid, fluid meets firm.” 
This piece has pride of place in our home.

5Guy Harrison, violin maker 
When I left Australia at 19 to study violin 

making in England, my father gave me many 
woodworking tools from our family. I’ve used 
them for making instruments as I’ve traveled 
and worked around the world. One of my 
favorites is a wooden plane from my great-
grandfather, Granville Harrison. He was a 
cabinet maker in the north of England and 
this plane was possibly made by him. 

I use it for preparing the maple or spruce in 
the early stages of making a violin or cello. The 
body is from some dark heavy wood with 
unusual brass inlayed reinforcements. With its 
thick old blade, it slices through the wood with 
surprisingly little effort. It’s also a pleasure to 
use tools from my father and reminds me of the 
early lessons in woodworking he taught me. 

6 Christopher Jacoby, violin maker
My prized item is this bronze sea mon-

ster thumbplane, by California luthier and 
artist Richard Barnes. Luthiers use small 
planes like this to shape and refine the arches 

4
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and channels of the top and back of instru-
ments, among countless other small jobs. A 
thumb- or fingerplane is designed to do the 
work of a sharp gouge, without putting stress 
on the wrists and elbows.

Centrifuge cast in small batches, this little 
woodworking plane, about four inches long, 
provides the palm control and weight of 
small planes—modified with a “squirrel tail” 
handrest—but cranks the aesthetic appeal 
off the chart.

Barnes has engineered a few changes on the 
classic design, including a downblade locking 
system that keeps your blade set if bumped, 
and a micro-adjuster indicated by the florid tail 
of the beast, recessed behind the head.

But the little Kraken gulps fine shavings 
off of maple and spruce as sure as history 

could want, from a tool that hasn’t changed 
much since the Roman Empire.

As the years and the violins, cellos, and 
odd gamba roll by, the joy of using a col-
league’s mad vision to shape another bassbar 
lifts me out of the dust and sore hands, and 
reminds me how lucky I am to be a luthier.

7 Anne Akiko Meyers, violinist
Hanging in my practice room is a water-

color painting of Lake Como by the great 
Felix Mendelssohn, which was given to me  
as a gift. When I received it I was trembling, 
knowing that Mendelssohn created this 
painting—that his hands had touched  
this piece of paper. 

While Mendelssohn today is known as one 
of the greatest composers in history, he was a 

genius who spoke many languages, a poet, an 
accomplished artist who loved to paint, a fine 
conductor, and virtuoso performer. All that 
in just 38 years!

I recently revisited the beautiful Mendels-
sohn museum in Leipzig, Germany, which 
two centuries ago was his family home. In it, 
there is a room with many of Mendelssohn’s 
watercolor paintings—the same room where 
he passed away. He loved visiting Lake Como, 
Italy, and the painting immediately trans-
ports the viewer to this beautiful, magical 
place. He and other giants, such as Scriabin 
and Rachmaninoff, found inspiration from 
Lake Como. Whenever I get frustrated or 
need a break from practice, looking at this 
beautiful painting fills me with great  
inspiration.

7
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9 Jay Campbell, cellist 
When I bought my cello, Carlos Tome 

from Tarisio also gave me a completely ridic-
ulous one-of-a-kind glittery green-gold case 
that he apparently found at a flea market in 
Italy, which has Picasso’s sketch of Don Quix-
ote blown up on the front. It’s still one of my 
favorite string-related items.

Also, there’s my autographed copy of Boulez’ 
Derive 2, by the man himself. I played that and 
his cello concertino in Lucerne when I was 19, 
and it was a life-changing experience. I think I 
was more nervous to ask him for his autograph 
than to play the concert, but he was super 
sweet. It’s kind of cool to have this little thing to 
remember how nice a musical titan like Boulez 
was to a completely oblivious teenaged Jay.

I also have a sweet watercolor portrait of 
Arnold Schoenberg, by Egon Schiele, in my 
practice room. He has this weird, terrifying 
claw hand, and he is always menacingly star-
ing at me while I practice—really keeps me 
on the straight and narrow, you know? 

10 Stacey Styles, violin restorer 
One winter, a cherry tree came down 

in the woods beyond my kitchen window. 
There was a burl on a branch about half way 
up, which I harvested and set aside in a dry 
place. A few years later, I set to making my 
first violin-bridge-making knives out of this 
gorgeous and unlikely example of nature 
gone awry.

I cut and shaped, created channels to 
receive the Swiss blades I had chosen, and 
then, in my youthful ignorance, epoxied the 
blades right into the wooden handles.

My mistake was soon evident. Without 
being able to remove the blades from the 
handles, my options for sharpening would be 
limited. In addition, as the blades have been 
honed over the years, I have had to shape 
back the wooden handle to keep the right 
amount of steel exposed.

Thirty years—and many more knives made 
with removable blades—later, these cherry 
burl knives are still my go-to bridge-cutting 

8 Ray Chen, violinist
When I was eight years old, I had a cool 

opportunity to play in Japan at the Winter 
Olympics because of Suzuki Method. They 
invited 500 children from around the world 
to perform in the Opening Ceremony to 
spread the message “Peace through Music.”  It 
was such an amazing experience; surrounded 
by a new culture, meeting new friends, trying 
new foods, and of course playing wonderful 
music. These sorts of experiences made me 
decide I wanted to become a musician. I 
thought to myself: If music can take me 
around the world and bring experiences like 
these, then this is who I want to be. 

And that was the idea behind this violin 
case—the coolest string-related item I own. It’s 
a partnership with Gewa Strings known as the 
“World Case,” designed by me. It’s a map of  
the world with Bach’s manuscript from the 
Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin. For every 
purchase, a portion of the proceeds is donated 
to support education through UNICEF. 

8
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blades. They are small and light, albeit shorter 
than they used to be, and fit in the crease of 
my hand. They are easy for me to control and 
can turn a very tight radius. 

11Gabriela Guadalajara, violin  
and viol maker

This is my favorite tool: It's a Bedrock plane. It 
belonged to Phil Monical and I used to borrow 
it from him all the time when I worked at the 
Monical shop. I have small hands and this 
plane fit perfectly from the beginning, and 
the blade keeps sharp for a long time. They 
discontinued making them decades ago. 
When Phil stopped working, he gave it to me. 
I also love it because I got it from a dear friend.

12 Augustin Hadelich, violinist
A few years ago, I ordered a beautiful 

facsimile volume of Mozart’s manuscript of 
the five violin concertos. Mozart famously 
made almost no mistakes or corrections when 
writing down his works. He had already writ-
ten most of the music in his head, and then 
filled in the orchestrational details on the fly. 
These are some of the most perfectly bal-
anced, lyrical, and elegant works written for 
violin, and it is awe-inspiring to look at the 
handwriting of the man who created them, 
seemingly without effort!

For decades, a debate has raged about the 
“carrots” or “wedges”—vertical lines taking 
the places of dots. Looking at the manuscript, 
there can be no doubt that the distinction is 
intentional. I believe that they indicate not 
only shortness, but also lightness—they are 
pen strokes going up, intended to lighten the 
note, not pen strokes coming down as an 
accent or emphasis.

In the last movement of his fourth con-
certo, he uses carrots to indicate that the 
opening bar is essentially an upbeat to bar 2. 
In places where someone without good bow 
technique or taste might jarringly accent a 
note in an unmusical, inelegant way, Mozart 
also uses carrots, often on short final notes, 
or on short notes between slurs, to ensure 
that they won’t stick out just because of the 
bow speed increasing. I think these are some 
of the earliest “defensive” markings (meant to 
pre-empt an unmusical result) in the violin 
repertoire, and suggest perhaps some frustra-
tion with the violinists he worked with!

I know I will never get tired looking at this 
book and admiring these works!

11
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13Matt Wehling, bow maker
I don’t think of material objects as 

intrinsically valuable; the things I value 
invariably have a connection to people I’ve 
met along the way who have been important 
to me. An example would be a small drill 
chuck that is mounted on a red wooden han-
dle, which was made by Stanley. When I first 
moved to France in 1995, it seemed every 
bow maker had one, but I delayed trying to 
get one—until after they were discontinued. 
For years I would stop in every French hard-
ware store I saw, hoping they would have one 
left over that never sold. I kept my eyes open 
at every flea market I went to, and each trip 
to Paris invariably included a pilgrimage to 
the magnificent basement tool department 
of the Bazaar de L’Hotel de Ville (BHV), hop-
ing Stanley would have decided to start mak-
ing them again.

One Friday in 2014 at a lunch in Paris with 
several colleagues, I mentioned I’d been look-
ing for one for years. Bow maker Sylvain Bigot 
said he’d recently found a box of a dozen of 
them in a small-town hardware store. The 
handles needed to be modified, but he would 
have an assistant do the work and he’d bring 
me one next week. Lo and behold, I now have 
the tool for which I’d searched for almost two 
decades. But when using it (or any other of the 
many tools that have been gifted to me over 
the years) I don’t think of the tool itself. I 
think of the many wonderful people (like Syl-
vain) who have helped me in some way over 
the many years I’ve worked in this trade.

14Stefan Jackiw, violinist
In 2013, I premiered a violin concerto 

written for me by American composer David 
Fulmer. I’ve known David since we were both 
in high school, playing in the same youth 
orchestra in Boston. I fell in love with David’s 
music when I first heard it in 2007 and 
together we had been plotting a concerto for 
years—all the way back to when we were 
roommates in New York City. So, the 2013 
premiere was not only a musical highlight for 
me, but also a personal milestone—a culmi-
nation of years of planning and discussion.

A few days after the premiere, David gave 
me the opening pages of his handwritten 
manuscript to the concerto, beautifully 
framed. It was from these pages that I first 
sightread sketches of the concerto, and they 
contain countless hours of meticulous 

notation, fueled by Chinese takeout and beer. 
These pages now hang on my wall at home in 
New York City. Every time I look at them, I’m 
reminded of the musical adventure of learn-
ing a brand new masterpiece, and the fun 
times David and I had leading up to the pre-
miere. It still feels exciting to have played a 
small role in the creation of such a special 
work of art.

15 Paul Huang, violinist
I was born in Taiwan and began my 

violin studies there from age seven to 12 
before I moved to New York to study at the 
Juilliard School Pre-College. Before I left 
Taiwan, my first (and only) violin teacher—
with whom I’m still very close to this day—
gave me the Henle edition of the Beethoven 
Violin Concerto music, and wrote all the 
thoughts she wanted to share with me in  
the first page of the music. The Beethoven 
concerto is one of the pieces I play most 
often throughout the season, and it contin-
ues to hold a very special place in my heart, 
so whenever I revisit the piece and open the 
score again to that first page, I can’t help but 
feel nostalgic.

16Malcolm Parson, cellist
My most beloved string-related item 

currently is a CD containing a composition 
by cellist and composer Kermit Moore titled 
De Natura Nature for woodwind and string 
quartet. Not only is this special due to it com-
ing from my current teacher, Mr. Ron Carter, 
but it’s a great reminder of what can be 
accomplished as a cellist and composer today. 
To set the bar high enough to compose and 
perform pieces that are pulling from your 
ancestry and sculpting it to fit the current 
climate is something that I’m hoping to 
accomplish. Also, there is not a place to listen 
to his compositions and performances . . . 
what happened to Mr. Kermit Moore? n
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A NEW WORLD
On the benefits of starting cello lessons at age 63

By Judy Pollard Smith
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A 
wave of musical words has 
washed over me during the 
past seven years. They are 
lovely words that swoop like 
a charm of goldfinches, 
words that hush and lull, 

words that turn me inside out. I drift off to 
sleep with them floating through the dark-
ened room: dolce, andante, pianissimo, ritar-
dando. Soft words and words with vigor. 
Maybe it’s their European origins I love: spic-
cato, pizzicato, agitato. To me, they are words 
that say “Get moving!”

I owe something to this new language, 
these musical notes that are strung together 
like a necklace of pearls—a necklace that 
helps me celebrate my post-motherhood, 
post-working self. At age 63 I decided it was 
time to investigate the cello. I had run out of 
the excuse of not having time.

You see, the ring tones of Ofra Harnoy’s 
cello were calling out to me, and I love the 
instrument’s physical appeal: the glossy wood, 
the beautifully carved scroll, the elegant shape 
of the f-holes. So I found a teacher and rented 
out a cello on a year’s lease with the option to 
buy should I take to it and it to me. 

After one year I bought it. 
I promised myself that this new love affair 

and these lessons would last until I was at 
least 70. So every week I zipped up my case 
and put the cello into the hatchback of my 
Honda and off I went. A little part of me that 
had been on hold for years unlocked with 
every pull of the bow. 

My eight years of childhood piano lessons 
too often included grim teachers and sticks 
rapped over my knuckles. But now I felt like 
the door leading to music was opening: I was 
like C.S. Lewis’ Lucy, finding that each time I 
stepped through this new cello-filled ward-
robe, a thrilling world awaited. 

For what seemed like an eternity, the 
squeaks of my strings sounded more like Can-
ada geese than larks ascending. That 
improved with practice, and within my first 
year of lessons, I played at a small recital with 
other students of the violin and cello—some 
adults, but mostly bright and shining ten year 
olds. We played a bourée from Handel’s Water 
Music. At one point I lost my place. I stood my 
bow on my knee as if I were the guest cellist 
flown in from Vienna, waiting her turn. 

One thing I have learned about playing in 
front of other people is this: When you’re 

young, you care too much if you err. When 
you get older, you know that nobody cares—
they are too busy worrying about their own 
mistakes. When it was time to take a bow, 
the younger cellists hopped up off their 
chairs. My own hopping up was more like the 
raising of Lazarus but it didn’t matter. I had 
done it and it was fun.

I like to think about what this might be 
doing for the blossoming of my hippocampus 
and all the new neuron-sprinkled pathways 
that medical experts tell us are being 
invented as we embrace new tasks. If my 
brain is plastic as they say it is, then I’d like 
to stretch it for all it’s worth.

I have a new teacher now, as my first is no 
longer available. He tells me to tighten the 
bow like the Russian School so I’ll use less 
muscle power. He tells me to 
relax, not to be afraid I’ll make a 
mistake, not to rush, and to 
worry less about my struggles 
with music theory. He says the 
notes will work themselves out 
as they string themselves into 
that beautiful necklace of pearls.

I recently turned 70 and I’ve 
kept my promise to myself. I 
don’t want to stop now. I’ve gone 
from playing “Twinkle, Twinkle” 
in year one to playing “O Come, 
O Come Emmanuel” at Advent 
and Bach’s arrangement of the 
tune “O Sacred Head Now 
Wounded” at Lent with a friend on piano at 
church. For the children’s program I join an 
upright bass, a banjo, a piano, a viola, and a 
guitar. We play energetic music that gets the 
kids jumping, including one lovely song 
called “With My Whole Heart.”

I’ve picked up a few Gershwin tunes and I’m 
longing for more. And I’m still working on the 
music in my cello-fiddle book. Friends—a pia-
nist and vibraphonist—have asked me to 
learn Piazzolla’s “Libertango” to play with 
them. My life is full of music—the cello has 
opened up so many new experiences.

This whole process is still more largo than 
vivace for me. So much left to learn. So much 
I don’t yet understand when it comes to the-
ory. Though I’ll never be able to imitate 
Mstislav Rostropovich when he played 
Haydn’s cello concertos, as the old foxtrot 
says, “ in the meantime, in between time, ain’t 
we got fun?” n

A little part of 
me that had 
been on hold for 
years unlocked 
with every pull 
of the bow. 
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A LIFELONG  

WISH
It’s never too late to pick up an instrument—
here are 5 tips for adult beginners 
By Miranda Wilson
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“I’m too old.”
“I’m tone-deaf.” 
“I’m broke.”
But behind these easy excuses generally 

lies the real deterrent.

1 Make the Leap
What’s really stopping them? “I felt 

ridiculous,” admits 32-year-old Nadège 
Berckmans, a schoolteacher in France. “I 
thought that people would mock me and find 
it was absurd to want to do that at my age; 
that I shouldn’t spend so much time, energy, 
and money on things I could never have the 
ability to do really well.” Floridian Ashley 
Foss, 33, echoes this. “I was embarrassed by 
my lack of skill,” she says. “I felt like I had to 
learn a few things to catch up to an accept-
able level besides total beginner.” 

Luckily, in both cases, love of music over-
came the initial reluctance. “I felt irrepressibly 
drawn to the cello,” says Berckmans. “So many 
things appeal to me—the sound, the look of it, 
so elegant and noble . . . the vibrations echoing 
all over the body and touching the soul!”

It takes bravery to start lessons, but accord-
ing to the mature beginners I interviewed, no 
one is ever too old. Floridian Frank Nichols, 
68, started playing cello in retirement after 
realizing it was what he wanted to do “when I 
grew up.” Coloradan Nancy Rangel, 63, 
believes age is actually an advantage: “It’s eas-
ier as an adult to make the cello a priority if you 
want to. Once the kids are out of the house is a 
great time to start.”

Other adult beginners feel inspired to start 
alongside their children. Virginian Carolyn 
Smith, 52, started in her 40s so she could help 
her son practice, and worked through eight vol-
umes of the Suzuki Cello School. Music became 

central to their family life: “My practicing and 
struggling role-modeled the grit and persever-
ance necessary for the long-term goal of learn-
ing an instrument,” she says. Foss started cello 
after her daughter began trumpet lessons. “I 
was hooked!” she says. Time and money were 
tight, since Foss has five children, so she took a 
dog-walking job and found a teacher who 
would let her come bi-weekly.

2 Find the Ideal Teacher
It’s important to find a teacher who’s 

experienced with adult learners. For kids, 
orchestra is in their school schedule, and par-
ents may enforce and supervise practice. For 
adults, lack of structure presents a challenge. 
“I have to carve out [practice] time from all 
my other responsibilities without feeling 
guilty,” says Foss. “Additionally, finding a 
group to play with is much more difficult.” 

Mike Ko, a 50-year-old cybersecurity ana-
lyst from Virginia, concurs. “Adults have many 
responsibilities and priorities, and cello some-
times gets bumped down in the priority list. 
It’s important for teachers to understand this.”

Flexibility is crucial, both in scheduling 
and in pedagogy. Carol Haynes, a 60-year-old 
former schoolteacher in England, deliber-
ately sought a teacher who specialized in 
adult students. The fact is, it’s usually harder 
for adults to master physical playing skills. 
“Children have little muscle training and are 
blank pages,” says Nichols. “Older adults have 
a lifetime of muscle memory in posture, hand 
form, and movements to unlearn. Combine 
that with arthritis and injuries, and a teacher 
must be able to recommend methods of over-
coming these.” 

Luckily, learning to read music is often 
easier for adults, who may grasp the logic 

more quickly. Additionally, motivation to 
practice can be stronger in adulthood, says 
Diego García Mantilla, 26, a musician from 
Peru. Having previously studied guitar and 
piano before majoring in trumpet, he realized 
that learning cello as an adult helped his tone 
and intonation on other instruments, and 
went into a “full classical spree on the cello.” 

3 Set Reasonable Goals
It is a common goal among adult begin-

ners to make music with others. Most of the 
players I spoke to belong to a community 
orchestra, or aspire to. For 50-year-old Belgian 
Birgit Debrabandere, a chemical engineer, play-
ing orchestral and chamber music keeps her 
positive. “Playing in a group is fun!” she says. 
“When the cello section has a solo in the orches-
tra, it is so nice when we make a good sound.” 

When it comes to solo performing, inter-
viewees are divided. “Ever hear a cat whose tail 
got caught under a rocking chair?” jokes Nich-
ols. While 58-year-old Marianne Flagg does 
perform solos in her teacher’s studio recitals in 
Boise, Idaho, she confesses: “I dread them. I’m 
still learning how to marshal my nerves and 
keep my bow from bouncing from anxiety.” A 
few, including Haynes, actively seek out oppor-
tunities for solo performance. “Realistically,” 
she says, “I know I will never be a [professional] 
soloist, but I do want to play most of the stan-
dard classical repertoire and ideally find outlets 
to play for people.” Whatever your goals, make 
sure they are compatible with finding joy and 
personal satisfaction in your music making. 

4 Make Use of Your Transferable 
Skills

Mature beginners have something children 
don’t: professional and life experience. One 

S
trangers see my cello in airports and approach me. 
“I love cello! I’ve always wished I could play.”
I say, “Why don’t you?”
They demur. “I don’t have time.” 

adult amateur players
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of my students, a retired engineer, brings his 
mathematical problem-solving skills to les-
sons, always asking detailed questions. It’s 
not enough for him to know how techniques 
work, he wants to know why. Having to 
explain with the precision he requests has 
made me a better teacher.

Argentinian Martin Lagutt, 39, a Spanish 
second-language teacher, found learning 
music comparable to the way adults master 
new languages. “Young students learn solfège 
faster,” he says, “[while] an older student could 
be sitting for hours, fighting to find a little 
progress. The difference is that older students 
are more persistent.” Berckmans, another 
teacher, finds that her knowledge of human 
learning helps with practicing. “I’m very con-
scientious in lessons and practice time, and 
apply the same principles as when I was a stu-
dent—attentiveness, reflective learning, back-
ground reading, discipline, purposeful 
practice,” she says. Flagg, an editor, applies her 
analytical skills to the movements of cello 
playing. “I am interested in the details of how 

to do things, such as how to set the bow, and 
how to figure out efficient fingerings.” Rangel, 
a physical therapist, treated her own problem 
when arthritis threatened to derail her cello 
playing: by putting silver ring splints on the 
affected fingers, she found she could continue.

5 Enjoy the Rewards
My interviewees for this article came 

from five continents and many walks of life. 
They had one thing in common: love of music. 
What would they say to would-be beginners?

Claire Fowler, a 36-year-old teacher in Aus-
tralia, says “Seize the day and start! You won’t 
look back. Being a concert soloist is probably 
off the cards, but making beautiful music to 
share with others is definitely a possibility.” 

“Have patience,” advises García Mantilla. 
“Celebrate every little step.” 

Haynes sums up her experience: “The day I 
started playing the cello my life changed 
utterly in ways that I could not have imagined. 
In many ways the anniversary of my first les-
son is more significant than my birthday.”

FINDING YOUR 
COMMUNITY
All the interviewees mentioned 

consulting the internet to find 

a community of like-minded 

musicians. Facebook groups provide 

forums for professionals, amateurs, 

and students of all ages and 

levels to ask questions and make 

contacts. They also spoke glowingly 

of their local music shops, where 

staff can recommend teachers and 

community ensembles, as well as 

provide instruments.

617-698-3034      luisandclark.com

“I love this cello.”
Yo-Yo Ma,  

Luis and Clark owner
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BETTER TOGETHER 

Victoria Gau conducting the Takoma Ensemble

adult amateur players
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P
laying in a community orches-
tra can be one of the great joys 
in life, providing an outlet for 
learning, exposure to trea-
sured symphonic literature, 
and giving musical aspira-

tions a real chance at fulfillment. I sat down 
with Victoria Gau—conductor and artistic 
director of the Capital City Symphony, asso-
ciate conductor and director of education for 
the National Philharmonic, and artistic 
director of the Takoma Ensemble—and 
Bethany Pflueger—conductor of the Pasa-
dena Community Orchestra and chair of the 
music department at Glendale Community 
College—to get their thoughts on how to 
make the very most of your experience play-
ing in your local ensemble. 

Auditions
While audition requirements vary wildly—
some ensembles ask for two contrasting 
samples, while others want excerpts and 
more ambitious repertoire—conductors are 
looking for musicians who can develop excel-
lent tone, play in time, and have a grasp of 
the skills and techniques string players are 
commonly expected to employ. “The biggest 
thing I look for is rhythm reading,” says 
Pflueger. “Being able to understand and play 
rhythms correctly is essential.” 

“Asking to hear two contrasting pieces is 
not so much about one thing from the 20th 
century and another from the Baroque. I’d 
like to hear something technically contrast-
ing, so we can hear you play legato and see 
how you create a line, and I’d really like you to 
play something off the string,” Gau adds with 
a smile.

When choosing repertoire to perform, 
there is a consensus that you should play 
something proficiently above all. While this 
might seem like common sense, many pro-
spective members show up with material 
that is either beyond their playing level or 
rusty. “We want to hear your best playing, 
whatever that may be,” says Gau. Pflueger 
agrees. “Bring something you are comfort-
able playing, not what you think we want to 
hear that you may not play well.” If you feel 
the need to issue a disclaimer before you play, 
it’s not the right selection for an audition.

Many players fall victim to nerves, espe-
cially during sight-reading. While it’s under-
standable to feel anxious about the prospect of 
being listened to with a critical ear, Gau wants 
players to remember that this is a sympathetic 
audience. Most music directors have played 
dozens of auditions themselves. Her advice? 
Slow down. “You have time,” she says. “Take a 
moment to look at the key and the time signa-
ture. Scan the page for accidentals and big 
shifts. Take a breath before you dive in.”

If there is a strong sense that a seating 
mistake has been made after an audition, 
approach the situation with caution and 
respect. Many ensembles place strong play-
ers throughout the section, so a chair toward 
the back is not necessarily an indictment of 
one’s playing. Both conductors advise against 
any sort of aggressive stance on seating. 
Speaking with the conductor privately is an 
option but making beautiful music from any 
seat in the section is the true mark of a team 
player. “Don’t insist on a certain seating,” 
says Pflueger. “Accept that however it works 
out is for the good of the group.”

Be a Good Stand Partner
Of course, there are roles to be played, but 
they’re just the beginning, according to 
Pflueger. “Show up on time. Don’t talk when 
the conductor is trying to explain something. 
Know the protocol for page turning, be sup-
portive and positive, and remember it’s not a 
competition,” she advises. “Also, many players 

Encouragement 
and advice 

for advancing 
amateur orchestral 

musicians
By Emily Wright

Pasadena Community Orchestra led by Bethany Pflueger
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take advantage of the expertise of their fel-
low musicians: “Watch closely and copy the 
good things they do!”

Remember that progress is always possi-
ble, even for very advanced players. Remain-
ing flexible and humble makes every aspect 
of a rehearsal better and keeps interpersonal 
dynamics agreeable and productive. The 
importance of a positive disposition cannot 
be overstated, especially when welcoming 
new members and adjusting to changes 
within the section.

With every interaction, consider the 
immense investment of the director and staff, 
who are usually running the show with very 
little money, barely enough sleep, and likely 
work other jobs to allow them to pursue this 
passion. Gau says one of the best ways to con-
tribute is to “help! Come early to set up. I’ve 
had members on grant committees before, 
and others who were lawyers [who would] 
help read and draft documents. Think about 
what you have to bring to the table that’s not 
musical to help your organization grow.”  n

may have been trained as soloists, and it’s 
important to adjust to playing in a section, 
both in terms of technique and attitude.” 
Blending sound as a stand and then as a sec-
tion takes practice and a nuanced ear. Develop-
ing this skill can make the difference between 
a decent performance and a special one.

Other small actions that can bolster morale 
include helping a lost stand partner by point-
ing to the right measure (with a smile! it hap-
pens to everyone), never chastising for wrong 
notes or missed entrances, and always bring-
ing an extra pencil and music to each rehearsal. 
Should conflict arise, Pflueger’s advice is sim-
ple. “Always address problems one-on-one, not 
in front of the group, and always assume that 
the problem person has good intentions and 
doesn’t realize that she was creating a prob-
lem—which gives her an out to correct her 
behavior.” 

Gau remembers her time playing in a viola 
section: “It’s not just about turning the page, 
and it’s not just about being right. There are 
two words there: stand and partner. There’s 
something magical about being on a stand 
with someone—finding a way to make music 
in sync, where you’re breathing together 
almost as a single organism. Find ways to cre-
ate music with the person, not just next to 
them.” 

Contribute to the Whole
While community orchestras are populated 
mainly by amateur musicians, bringing a pro-
fessional spirit to the effort is crucial. Show 
up with time to unpack, tune, and warm up as 
a gesture of respect to colleagues, all of whom 
carve out time away from busy lives to make 
it to rehearsal. It’s also important to under-
stand that rehearsals and private practice are 
not interchangeable. Pflueger stresses that 
note learning and detail work should happen 
at home, while polishing larger aspects of 
ensemble playing like dynamics, note 
lengths, and style are the primary goals of 
rehearsal. Both kinds of practice are critical 
to produce a cohesive musical result.

Maintaining a teachable mindset, regard-
less of proficiency or experience, is also 
essential. Pflueger says, “Be open to learning 
new ways of doing things, especially 
rehearsal procedures and new kinds of 
music—there is magic in everything, even if 
it’s not your previous favorite or inside your 
comfort zone.” She also encourages players to 
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HOW TO START AN ADULT 
CHAMBER-MUSIC ENSEMBLE

ACMP Settlement Music School Adult Chamber Players
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W
hen New Jersey cellist 
and music teacher Oli-
ver Shapiro decided to 
dig deeper into cham-
ber music, he turned to 
Associated Chamber 

Music Players (ACMP), a New York–based 
nonprofit that matches up adult musicians 
with similar interests. “The current chamber 
group in which I play—the Radiance Cham-
ber Ensemble—performs something like 
eight to 15 times a year, and got its start from 
ACMP,” he says. “One of our violinists had 
reached out on the service to see about get-
ting together a new str ing quartet.  

These tips can help 
ensure a successful 
experience
By Greg Cahill

HOW TO START AN ADULT 
CHAMBER-MUSIC ENSEMBLE
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Our other violinist saw the notice and 
responded, and the latter contacted me and a 
violist that we both know. We managed to get 
together a couple times and it seemed to just 
click. We’ve been together since 2011 and 
we’re going strong. We rehearse usually twice 
a week, and perform at libraries, private gigs, 
music clubs, civic groups, and so on, some-
thing like once every five or six weeks.”

Of course, juggling the demands of work, 
family, and other obligations with chamber 
music has its challenges. “Organizing five peo-
ple’s disparate schedules—we do a lot of work 
with a pianist—is like herding proverbial cats. 
But if the cats are all sufficiently dedicated and 
motivated then you can make it work.”

And the rewards?
“Well, nothing too earth-shattering,” he 

says. “But I’m constantly learning new stuff, 
always being pushed to improve, and most of 
all just having great fun.”

If you’re wondering how to get a new cham-
ber ensemble together, there are numerous 
programs and services that can help get you 
started. Check out the ACMP Facebook page. 
Or go to meetup.com, which connects ama-
teur chamber players through a nationwide 
network. Numerous summer festivals pro-
vide chamber-music workshops as well.

There are also many symphonies that 
sponsor programs that team up professional 
and amateur chamber players. “Has your 
local symphony ever hosted a ‘side-by-side’ 
event in which amateur musicians can play 
alongside professional musicians? You may 
be surprised at how receptive your local sym-
phony may be,” says concert violinist Judy 
Naillon of Wichita, Kansas. “Professional 
symphonies are eager to bring in new audi-
ence members and make connections with 
their community while raising funds.”

Beyond your own musical development, 
adult amateurs provide a valuable community 
service. “Never underestimate how moving 
and transcendent music can be for the listeners 
in your community,” Broadway and concert-
hall violinist Kelly Hall-Tompkins says. “You 
never know, it might be just the thing at just 
the right time for someone in need. Whether 
you’re a professional or amateur, chamber 
music is one of the most powerful and reward-
ing ways to express your musical voice.”

David Wallace, chair of the string depart-
ment at Berklee College of Music, has been 
involved in chamber groups in which both C
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highly skilled amateurs and professionals 
have participated, and offers this suggestion: 
“Highly-skilled amateur chamber musicians 
who aren’t seeking to form a permanent 
group should consider the possibility of 
involving professional musicians alongside 
other skilled amateurs.  Beginning in the 
1990s, former prodigy and acclaimed visual 
artist Anne Kirkwood organized her own 
regular series of chamber-music readings at 
her Brooklyn apartment. Anne accumulated 
a sizable roster of New York City freelancers 
and orchestral musicians, alongside skilled 
amateurs who had found careers in non-
musical professions. Because the level of 
musicianship was high, and most of us 
jumped at the chance to dig into late 
Beethoven quartets and other chamber-
music masterpieces that we weren’t playing 
on a daily basis, Anne always had a high-
level, engaged group to read.

“Professionals had an opportunity to net-
work and to enjoy playing chamber music on 
a regular basis, and some amateurs actually 
reemerged as professional musicians. 

“And at least one marriage resulted!”

C
hamber music has been 
defined as “a conversation 
among friends,” says Desirée 
Ruhstrat, lecturer and violin 
coordinator of the strings 
chamber program at Henry 

and Leigh Bienen School of Music at North-
western University in Evanston, Illinois. “The 
goal is to find a group of compatible musicians. 
It can take a while to find the right mix of per-
sonalities, people whom you want to spend 
time with and people with the skills needed to 
create a satisfying experience. This only comes 
with playing with many different people. Add-
ing professionals to the mix occasionally can 
also make for a great experience. It is supposed 
to be fun as well as challenging. The vast 
majority of amateur chamber-music playing is 
done informally and may or may not involve a 
‘regular’ group. It almost always involves music 
for pleasure and not performance.

“Finding a community orchestra is a great 
place to start. Also, your local music school or 
college may have teachers with adult stu-
dents or adult music programs. The adult 
chamber-music week at [the Interlochen Cen-
ter for the Arts] in Interlochen, Michigan, is 
a good place to start.”

And don’t overlook possible opportunities 
on the other side of the music stand once your 
group is ready to perform. “You can produce 
your own concert,” says Sybarite5 violinist 
Sarah Whitney, founder and artistic director 
of Beyond the Notes. “Brainstorm with any-
one in the group that might have connec-
tions at venues—churches, galleries, cafes, et 
cetera—and it’s likely you can find a space 
with a low rental fee or door split. You may 
even be able to use a space for free if you can 
bring in a new audience and they’re inter-
ested in getting exposure for their space. 
Learning to produce a concert is one of the 
most valuable skills you can learn.”

Phyllis Kamrin, director of the Adult 
Chamber Music program at Crowden Music 
Center in Berkeley, California, shares these 
additional tips:

Set a Goal
Do you want to read through lots of material? 
Work through Beethoven string quartets? 
Spend an extended amount of time on one 
piece? Prepare for a recital? Decide what you 
want out of the experience. The more specific 
you are, the better able you are to find people 
who want to share that experience. Use a site 
such as ACMP or local chamber-music referral 
websites, local amateur orchestras, music 
schools, or even meetup.com to find people for 
your group. ACMP has a useful rating system so 
that you can find people at your playing level.

Establish Your Group’s Parameters
Scheduling rehearsals is easy with online soft-
ware like Doodle or WhenIsGood. Things seem 
to work best if parameters—goals; number, 
length, and frequency of rehearsals; schedul-
ing; repertoire; settling disagreements—are 
laid out ahead of time. Even better is if one per-
son takes the lead on establishing the param-
eters and then discusses those with the rest of 
the group. If you are preparing for a recital, 
having a coach is good for the last few rehears-
als before the performance to iron out phras-
ing, balance, pitch, and other concerns. Also, 
settling disagreements works best with an 
outside party, such as a coach, as an intermedi-
ary or a sounding board. 

Chamber Beginners, Manage Your 
Expectations
If this will be your first chamber-music experi-
ence, start small. It takes a lot of brain power 

to play an instrument while trying to listen to 
and match other people playing at the same 
time. String players should start with a duo 
piece, preferably with someone more experi-
enced. First-time chamber players need to 
learn their parts cold so that they can start  
to learn to split their focus between what they 
are doing individually and what is happening 
in the group. If you can find the piece that you 
want to play on YouTube or on a recording, lis-
ten to it obsessively, try to pick out your part 
while listening, and use a score to follow along 
with the recording. The more you know going 
in to the experience, the better.

Chamber players soon learn that playing 
chamber music is all about rhythm. You must 
be able to be stable in your own sense of 
rhythm, but also able to react to someone 
else’s sense of rhythm. Be aware that it can 
take months or years to develop chamber-
music skills, so you might as well get started 
and prepare to be lost and frustrated ini-
tially, but also exhilarated and excited as 
your ears start to open and you develop 
awareness of musical interplay.

Find Performance Opportunities
Contact local churches, libraries, coffee 
houses, senior centers, or have a soirée at your 
home or a friend’s. The stronger your ties to 
your local community, the more options you 
will have to find performance space. n

Whether you’re 
a professional 
or amateur, 
chamber music 
is one of the 
most powerful 
and rewarding 
ways to express 
your musical 
voice.
—Kelly Hall-Tompkins 
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WHAT’S IN THE CASE?

D
A

N
IE

L 
C

AV
A

ZO
S

A sk violinist Elena Urioste what’s in her 
case and she’ll practically unearth a 
treasure trove. There are various tools 

that complement Urioste’s busy touring life: 
a chin-rest tightener, flyers for her Intermis-
sion music-and-yoga retreats, a spare bridge 
(a must ever since hers snapped pre-concert 
years ago), and a state-of-the-art Japanese 
nail clipper. There are several sentimental 
tokens, too, including a photo of her grandfa-
ther and one of his coin-roll wrappers—a nod 
to how a young Urioste would sort his spare 
change to learn arithmetic. There’s also a 

notecard printed with the Golden Gate 
Bridge that, after a “magical day exploring 
Muir Woods,” is full of her observations. 

It’s no surprise, however, that she is most 
passionate about her violin—made by  
Alessandro Gagliano and on loan from the 
Stradivari Society. Urioste, who won the junior 
and senior divisions of the Sphinx Competi-
tion, was first loaned a “lovely” Michele 
Angelo Bergonzi. Years later, she was offered 
an upgrade. “I immediately burst into tears 
on the corner of 22nd and 7th in Manhattan,” 
she says. Within a week, she tested two vio-
lins. “It was apparent within seconds that the 
Gagliano was my violin soul mate.”

 —Cristina Schreil

Describe your violin.
My violin is an Alessandro Gagliano (the first 
maker in the Gagliano dynasty), made in 
Naples in 1706. I am so in love with the 
warmth and depth of its sound—it has a 
richness that I look forward to exploring 
every day. Visually, it is stunning: It has a 

DEPTH OVER 
DECIBELS 
Violinist Elena Urioste on her 
1706 Alessandro Gagliano

beautiful one-piece back that I love showing 
off, like a proud parent!

What gift does your violin bring to your playing 
that can’t be found in any other instrument?
I feel like my violin and I are quite symbiotic in 
our relationship. I have always valued a dark 
warmth above volume and brilliance, and I 
feel like my violin enjoys being coaxed and  
nurtured rather than attacked or pushed. 
Together we are able to explore the elements of 
music making that I most value: intimacy, sin-
cerity, depth, and that old-world golden shim-
mer that I have always coveted in the playing 
of the great masters.

What do you know about its history  
and the other people who have played it?
To be honest, not very much at all. I wish I 
knew more—I tried doing some research 
ahead of a recent trip to Naples so that I could 
take it to visit its birthplace, but I was disap-
pointingly unfruitful in my findings!

What initially drew you to this instrument?
Definitely the dark richness of the sound. 
Something about the instrument felt very 
cozy—like I was coming home to the sound 
I’d always dreamed of.

What is your instrument’s personality  
and temperament like? Does it remind you  
of anyone or anything?
My violin is exceptionally well behaved, espe-
cially for how old it is. I don’t know that I’ve 
ever had to get an emergency gluing for an 
open seam—I’m always amazed how profi-
ciently it handles shifts in humidity, tempera-
ture, and altitude. It’s a lot more graceful than 
I am in those situations! My violin doesn’t 
necessarily remind me of anyone, but I have 
taken to calling it Alex. [Editor’s Note: The nick-
name “Alex” refers to its maker, Alessandro.]

Does it perform better in certain situations?
A little sound-post adjustment every now 
and then never hurts, just to provide a bit 
more clarity and push-back, but in general 
my violin is fairly  even-tempered, which 
helps me immensely, because my nerves are 
enough to deal with onstage without having 
to worry about my instrument!

What are its strengths and limitations?
I would say that while it’s not the loudest 

Elena Urioste
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violin in the world, its volume has never been 
problematic. People always comment on the 
depth of its tone, which suits me just fine; I 
have always prioritized depth over decibels. 
Personally, I would rather lean in just a little 
bit to listen to a heart-melting phrase than 
be accosted with a sound I’m not particularly 
fond of, so I love that my violin and I are on 
the same wavelength. [Laughs.]

If given the ability, what would your instru-
ment say to you if the two of you sat down 
for tea?
Oh, I would have a zillion questions for it! 
“What was Napoli like in the 1700s? Who, 
out of everyone who has played you, have you 
felt the most in sync with? Have you ever wit-
nessed any outrageous outbursts or melt-
downs? Torrid affairs? Has anyone ever been 
unkind to you? Tell me everything!”

GEAR SIDEBAR

STRINGS Pirastro Evah Pirazzi medium 

gauge A, D, and G; Pirastro Oliv strong 

gold E with loop. 

BOW “Recently I have been alternating 

between my own William Salchow 

bow, formerly owned by my beloved 

mentor Joseph Silverstein, and a 

Kittel, on loan from the Stradivari 

Society along with my violin.”

CASE “I switch between my beautiful 

old Musafia with a paisley-printed 

red silk interior (I picked that fabric 

because it reminded me of the 

elaborate ascots one of my dear former 

teachers, Rafael Druian, used to wear), 

and, because airlines are becoming 

increasingly militaristic in their 

treatment of musicians, a tiny black 

shaped Gewa case. I much prefer 

the appearance of more traditional 

cases, but I do like that my Gewa case 

serves as a canvas for my Intermission 

Sessions & Retreat stickers—I love 

that my case can potentially serve as 

a conversation-starter about my music 

and yoga program!”

ROSIN “When I do rosin (probably 

once every three or four weeks), I use 

Gustave Bernardel—the same stuff my 

first teacher told me to buy.”

www.gettysburg.edu/sunderman 

Yeon-Su Kim — Violin

 
www.gettysburg.edu/sunderman

Bachelor of Arts in Music
Bachelor of Arts in Music (combined with a second major)

Bachelor of Music Education
Bachelor of Music in Performance

The Sunderman conServaTory of muSic

C L A I R E 
G I V E N S  V I O L I N S ,  I N C .

Fine Violins, Violas, Cellos & Bows
Established 1977

1201 MARQUETTE AVENUE SOUTH      SUITE 150      MINNEAPOLIS, MN  55403
800.279.4323      612.375.0708      WWW.GIVENSVIOLINS.COM

WE'VE MOVED

SUBSCRIBE TO STRINGS
STORE.STRINGSMAGAZINE.COM

http://www.gettysburg.edu/sunderman
http://www.gettysburg.edu/sunderman
https://www.givensviolins.com/
https://store.stringsmagazine.com/


August 2018 / Strings50

YOUR INSTRUMENT

Since then, contemporary makers of fit-
tings have discovered a variety of woods that 
work beautifully for fittings. Eric Meyer, in 
Portland, Oregon, uses African blackwood 
and snakewood. The different colors allow 
the violin maker to select fittings that com-
plement the tone and even texture of a par-
ticular instrument’s varnish. On a dark, 
wine-red violin, you might want to use plain 
ebony, while rosewood or boxwood bring out 
the subtler tones of paler varnishes that have 
more orange or yellow.

As simple as they seem, fine fittings require 
quite an investment in time and expertise. 
While the maker uses machines like a band-
saw and lathe, they are most definitely not 
machine-made; each set is turned and fin-
ished individually, by hand. The finest pegs 
cost hundreds of dollars, compared to the 
most utilitarian, which are sold by the dozen. 

The difference, while it seems almost imper-
ceptible, is well worth it, even though the qual-
ity of the wood can be just as fine. Years ago, in 
a fit of economizing, I thought I would use 
more commercial fittings on my latest cello. 
After all, who would notice? They would work 
just as well. The problem was, I noticed. It was 
like putting plastic seat covers on a William 
Morris chair, or a rubber bumper guard on an 
Alfa Romeo. I barely had the instrument set up 
before I knocked it down and was fitting a set 
of Bois de’Harmonie rosewood pegs.

A quick look online will show the consider-
able variety of styles available. They range 
from a simple oval to a deeply cut heart 
shape, while the tailpieces can be rounded, or 
with a pointed arch. Some pegs are quite 
ornate, with collars and little knobs at the 
end in contrasting woods. Over the years I’ve 
found myself going simpler—all those extra 
details seemed to distract from the beauty of 
the simple curves of the best pegs.  

It’s like the mugging and swooping around 
that some musicians indulge in. I remember 
years ago hearing an account of the Sibelius 
violin concerto that smoldered like a barely 
contained forest fire. I even put down my tools 
to listen, something that happens very rarely. 
I was amazed to discover that it was a perfor-
mance by Jascha Heifetz. The knock on him 
has always been that he was the ice king, steely 
and soulless, but as I realized from just hearing 
him, that was due to the fact that when he per-
formed his face was expressionless, his body 
perfectly still; the only thing moving was the 

bow and his left hand, climbing around the 
violin. Everything went into the music.

F itting pegs also seems so simple—you 
ream a hole, you shape a peg, add some 
peg dope to lubricate it, and there you go: 

Done! However, the taper of the hole and the 
peg have to match perfectly: The tolerance is 
zero, otherwise the pegs won’t hold, or be 
impossible to turn smoothly. The blade of the 
peg shaper has to be as sharp as the knife 
that I use to cut f-holes—which means sharp 
enough for a surgeon. It has to be as straight 
as a ruler; the slightest deviation will cause 
the peg to be looser on one side or the other, 
causing it to bind. 

The peg fits when you try it in a freshly 
reamed hole and the polished shine of each 
side is the same. To get that, though, requires 
less than a quarter turn of a screwdriver, and 
then a test and then another adjustment, 
until it’s exactly right. Like fitting a bassbar, 
or a soundpost, or setting a neck, close 
enough is not nearly good enough: It has to 
be perfect. Fitting pegs is one of those tasks 
that requires as much patience as skill.

Violins can last for hundreds of years—
some of those made by Andrea Amati in the 
mid-16th century are still in use. But even with 
the most careful use, parts wear out. Sooner or 
later, the hardest ebony fingerboard will reach 
the end of its life. Necks wear out and have to 
be replaced, with a new one grafted to the orig-
inal scroll (one hopes). The incessant turning of 
pegs will gradually enlarge the holes, and while 
it might take generations, sooner or later they 
have to be bushed. The hole is reamed one last 
time, to prepare a good gluing surface, and 
then a tapered stick of wood is fitted (usually 
boxwood, for its added density). The excess 
wood is cut away, the new wood retouched to 
match the original varnish, and then new, 
smaller holes bored. Often the old pegs can be 
turned down and re-used. Properly done, 
bushing has no effect on the value of your 
instrument, any more than a neck graft does. 
And it’s healthier—the smaller the hole, the 
less chance the pegs will crack the pegbox. 
They’re also easier to tune.

Your instrument is there to make music, 
but it also provides visual pleasure. When 
you’re tuning, you don’t want to even think 
of the peg. But once you begin to notice them, 
you’ll see how much they can add to your 
instrument’s beauty.

IT’S THE 
LITTLE 
THINGS
A well-made peg is a thing 
of beauty, not just function

By James N. McKean

T here is very little that can be as pleasur-
able as opening a box from one of my 
suppliers and taking out a set of finely 

made pegs and a matching tailpiece. It’s one 
of those things, like vibrato, that you never 
notice unless it’s done badly; then you realize 
how essential it is to the richness of the 
music. Like vibrato, a peg seems so simple. 
And yet, as every musician knows, a great 
vibrato is devilishly difficult to pull off 
well—it has to transform the sound without 
drawing attention to itself.

It might seem that every peg is much like 
another, but a closer look reveals just how 
much elegance can be put into the most utili-
tarian object. And they come in an almost 
infinite variety of materials and shapes. Tra-
ditionally, fittings have been made out of the 
Big Three: ebony, rosewood, or boxwood. You 
want a wood that is extremely dense and 
stable, so that the shaft of the peg won’t com-
press, or the tailpiece or chinrest crack.

Decades ago Hans Weisshaar, the eminent 
Los Angeles dealer and restorer, found that 
the quality of boxwood had deteriorated sub-
stantially; it was getting increasingly difficult 
to find genuine Turkish boxwood, which is as 
hard as the finest ebony. The newer varieties, 
while they looked the same, were just too soft. 
He found a local wood, mountain mahogany, 
growing in the nearby mountains, which was 
a perfect substitute, both in color and density.
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NEW PRODUCTS

I n partnership with violinist Ray Chen, 
Gewa has released a limited edition Air 2.1 
“Ray Chen Signature” violin case. The case 

features a gold-and-white lithograph-
inspired print of Bach’s manuscript from the 
Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin, which 
overlay a map of the world on the outside of 
the case. A portion of the proceeds from pur-
chases of the case, also known as the “World 
Case,” will be donated to support education 
through UNICEF.

CASE-BY-
CASE BASIS
Gewa partners with violinist 
Ray Chen on signature case, 
plus three other new offerings

By Stephanie Powell

MODERN AIR DIAMOND 

VIOLIN CASE
• Made in Germany

• Thermoplast-shell

• Weight: 2.3 kg

• Hand-sewn leather handle

• Padded suspension system

• Detachable accessory pocket

• Combination lock

• Sheet-music pocket

• Contact Gewa for pricing

VIOLIN/VIOLA 
DOUBLE CARBON 
CASE
Gewa’s double case in a carbon-fiber fin-
ish is crafted to carry both a violin and 
viola. The case also comes with two 
detachable backpack straps, a blanket, 
and an attached sheet music pocket. The 
interior includes black velour padding 
and a flexible bow holder.

VIOLIN/VIOLA DOUBLE 

CARBON CASE
• Padded suspension system

• Weight: 3.5 kg (without accessories)

• Contact Gewa for pricing

ASPIRANTE VIOLIN 
CASE
This series from Gewa is catered toward 
beginners and young musicians. It has a 
Styrofoam shell, a sheet-music pocket, 
blanket, and two detachable backpack 
straps.

ASPIRANTE VIOLIN CASE
• Styrofoam shell

• Weight: 1.7 kg

• Attachable water-repellent cover

• Music sheet pocket

• Contact Gewa for pricing

GEWA AIR 2.1 RAY CHEN LIMITED

EDITION VIOLIN CASE
• Made in Germany

• Thermoplast-shell exterior

• Weight: 2.1 kg

• Padded suspension system

• Detachable accessory pocket

• Combination lock

• Attached sheet music pocket

• Contact Gewa for pricing

The case is made in Germany and features 
a thermoplast-shell exterior for extra dura-
bility and to handle varying weather condi-
tions. It comes with a swivel-type holder and 
flexible bow holder, detachable accessory 
pocket, two detachable Neopreme backpack 
straps, and an optional side handle. The 
inside of the case is furnished with black 
velour padding and a protection blanket for 
the instrument. It weighs in at 2.1 kg, with-
out accessories.

Gewa also offers the case in a non-limited 
edition: the modern Air Diamond violin case. 
Specs are listed above, right.
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Expert appraisers, restorers 

and dealers in violin family 

instruments and bows

♦
11 East Adams · Suite 1450

Chicago, Illinois 60603
312.566.0429

♦
Learn more at darntonhersh.com

workshop and gallery

Practical, thought-provoking, and fun, this 
book is for chamber-music lovers.  A close-up 
look at classical string quartets, it focuses 
on relationships: our interaction as players, 
our engagement with composers, and our 
exchange as teachers and students.

Reviews, audio tracks, and other information at:  
MusicAndRelationships.com

M   U   S   I   C
A N D

R E L A T I O N S H I P S:
L I S T E N I N G  for a  B E �  E R  W O R L D

~
B y   E V A N   J O H N S O N

http://darntonhersh.com/
https://www.semanviolins.com/
https://www.musicandrelationships.com/
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ON MY MUSIC STAND

I ves’ Second Quartet is a work of conversa-
tion, discussion, argument, and reconcilia-
tion. Ives himself described it as such. I see it 

as an abstract expression of human interaction 
using language that is quintessentially mod-
ern. Each of the three movements is different 
in style and feel, yet they are connected by 
similar grammar and expression. This work is 
filled with character, musical quotes, jokes, 
and commentary that transcend time and era.  

I am a big fan of 20th-century chamber 
music, especially repertoire that boldly chal-
lenged the conventions of the time. For me, 

AGAINST 
THE GRAIN
Violist Clifton Harrison on 
the timeless qualities of Ives’ 
String Quartet No. 2

this quartet is that and so much more. It exem-
plifies what a string quartet should be and how 
players interact and respond to each other. 
There is no messing about, no intellectualized 
rhetoric, esoteric metaphors, or any of the 
other trappings oftentimes associated with 
“classical” music. It is full of quotes and nods to 
past composers and popular music of the time 
but it is presented in a way that listeners and 
players alike can understand its meaning.

I am also extremely passionate about this 
quartet because it represents the essence of 
collaborative music making. Each player has 

Clifton Harrison
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PLAYER  Clifton Harrison is 

an American violist and viola 

d’amore player. He has performed 

throughout the world as a soloist, 

chamber musician, and orchestral 

player, and also performs as the 

violist with the Kreutzer Quartet. 

Based in London, he performs 

on both modern and period 

instruments with many  

of London’s leading ensembles.

TITLE OF WORK BEING STUDIED 

String Quartet No. 2

COMPOSER Charles Ives

DATE COMPOSED 1911–13

NAME OF EDITION STUDIED 

Peermusic Classical: Ives Society 

Critical Edition, edited by 

Malcolm Goldstein 2016.  

This edition is primarily based  

on Ives’ pencil score sketch.

an equal role and is responsible for his or her 
own voice being heard and acknowledged. To 
do this properly, everyone is forced to listen, 
react, and reply accordingly.   

This quartet has greatly influenced how I 
approach modern music, especially the 
string-quartet genre. Ives refused to play by 
the rules. He knew his music was difficult 
and he knew some wouldn’t like it or even 
understand it. He was fine with that. Other 
composers have had the same sentiment. 
György Ligeti, Michael Finnissy, and Gloria 
Coates come to mind straight away. It’s a very 
complicated work both technically and men-
tally so a good preparation of the notes 
makes the whole experience all the more 
enjoyable. Having said that, the quartet is so 
well written that it is almost sight-readable, 
despite the immense technical challenges 
and intricate language.

My quartet—the Kreutzer Quartet—is 
preparing this wonderful work for perfor-
mance as part of our program in the 2018 
Americana Festival at St. John’s Smith Square 
in London on October 12. We’re using the 
Peermusic 2016 critical edition, which uses 
Ives’ two-stave pencil score sketch as its pri-
mary source. It is a difficult pencil score to 
decipher, which has led to many mistakes and 
editorial discrepancies in earlier editions by 
George Roberts (mid-1930s), Lou Harrison 

(1944), John Kirkpatrick (1958, 1965, and 
1967), and the Peer International Corpora-
tion edition by Malcolm Goldstein and Wayne 
Shirley (1970).

I feel this edition closely matches Ives’ 
intentions for the quartet as it disregards edi-
torial preferences of previous editions  
and relies primarily on the original music and 
direct comments from Ives written in the 
original manuscript. This edition includes 
comprehensive comments and a guided his-
tory of the performances and subsequent 

recordings of the work, which provides a 
clear lineage of its performance practice.

I would recommend this piece to anyone 
wishing to gain insight into what a string quar-
tet should and could be, especially string players 
with an interest in contemporary music. This 
work is as bold and exciting today as it was the 
day it was written. This quartet has many layers. 
The more you probe into it, the more insight you 
gain. With that in mind, I strongly suggest 
spending as much time as you can getting to 
know it with and without your instrument. n

MUSAFIA CREMONA ITALY 
In pursuit of perfection since 1983 

Lievissima 

Leather handles - Thermal insulation - integral case cover 
Certitied instrument protection - Litetime warrant�

�-.'.1""'1-
From just 1.9 kg - +.2 lbs ... and more aftordable than �ou might imagine.

www.musafia.com 

http://www.musafia.com
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TECH SUPPORT
ABOUT THIS DEPARTMENT

A string player is never done honing his or her technique.   
Here you’ll find new ideas about how to practice and approach your instrument.

M any string players spend the majority 
of their time and effort working on 
left-hand issues (intonation, shifting, 

and vibrato), while devoting far less attention 
to their bow arm, bow hold, and tone. Yet 
awareness of the bow arm is a key to improv-
ing tone and technique—and it all begins 
with the bow hold. Apart from supporting the 
bow, the bow hold transmits energy and 
weight from the bow arm into the string,  
and allows a variety of bow strokes and colors 
to emerge in your playing. 

When it comes to holding the bow, there 
are two major “truths” that are seemingly at 
odds: One, you must maintain a consistent 

structure to your bow hold; and two, it must 
be flexible. Achieving this balance between 
structure and flexibility will help you achieve 
a better sound with a wider variety of bow 
strokes and greater physical ease.

STRUCTURE

A structured bow hold will improve the qual-
ity of your tone, as well as reduce tension in 
the right hand. In order to promote a consis-
tent structure, you must remember that each 
finger of the right hand has a role to play in 
supporting the bow.

1 Thumb and second finger Structurally united, 
these fingers form the core of the bow 

hold. The point of contact of these digits also 
acts as a pivot point, or “hinge,” when you 
change the direction of the bow.

2 Index finger This finger creates the greatest 
connection between the arm and the bow, 

and can be used to add weight to the stick, 
equalizing tone from the frog to the tip.

3 Third (ring) finger In contact with the side of 
the frog, the third finger establishes lat-

eral control as well as reinforces the connec-
tion between the arm and the bow.

4 Fourth (pinkie) finger Below the balance 
point, the pinkie helps support the weight 

of the bow to prevent excessive weight on the 
string (and roughness of tone).

Structural Exercises
Be conscious of each of your right-hand fin-
gers while playing throughout the entire 
length of the bow, through all varieties of 
bow strokes. Beware of lifting fingers or 
shifting their position on the bow.

1 Gingold’s 5-minute bow Josef Gingold was a 
master of playing a five-minute-long bow 

stroke! Bear in mind, this doesn’t sound so 
great, but it isn’t about tone, it’s about control. 
Work your way up patiently to five minutes—
you may have to start with a bow of much 
shorter duration. This exercise reinforces a 
greater sensitivity to the role of each finger.

2 Long bows in the air Holding the bow in play-
ing position above the string, but as close 

to the string as possible, do whole bows down 
and up, as slowly as you can. Practiced for a few 
minutes daily, over time you will notice greater 
strength and control in your bow hold.

FLEXIBILITY

Flexibility of right-hand fingers is so impor-
tant; when the fingers act like “shock absorb-
ers,” you are better able to create a thick, 

BOW ARM 
TUNE-UP
Developing structure and 
flexibility in your bow hold

By Scott Flavin

“Any fool can manipulate the fingers of the 
left hand, but the right hand is the artist.” 

 —Eugène Ysäye
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consistent tone, and off-string bow strokes 
(spiccato, sautillé) improve. The classic anal-
ogy of viewing your fingers as bristles on a 
paintbrush is valid: If you attempt to paint 
with a stiff brush, you’ll have very weak cov-
erage compared to a flexible paintbrush. 

An important concept to understand when 
dealing with bow-hold flexibility is that  
when you play, you are pulling the bow, not 
pushing it—the statement “you can’t push a 
rope” absolutely applies. This means that on 
the down bow, the weight of the bow arm is 
going to the pinkie, and on the up bow, 
toward the index finger. 

A great way to experiment with this is  
to hold your bow firmly in the middle of the 
stick with your left hand and try to pull  
the bow out of your hand with your right-
hand bow hold. Pull down bow and notice the 
weight going to the pinkie, while the index 
feels lighter; next, pull up bow and feel the 
weight going to the index, with the pinkie 
feeling light and passive. The shifting of 
weight from down bow to up bow pivots on 
the second finger and thumb. 

Flexibility Exercises 
Cultivate a feeling of fluidity in your fingers 
and hand. Observe your right hand in a mir-
ror, making sure it’s flexible and loose.

1 Bow push-ups Hold a pencil with your bow 
hold and bring the pencil into the palm of 

your hand by curving your fingers, then 
release. Repeat, holding the bow.

2  Collé With the bow on the string, move 
the stick using only your fingers (no arm, 

no wrist). With practice, your control and 
range of motion will improve. n

An important concept 
to understand when 

dealing with bow-hold 
flexibility is that when 

you play, you are pulling 
the bow, not pushing it.

Mischa Maisky
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MY STUDIO

A t about age 18, as I was entering the 
New England Conservatory of Music, I 
decided that the one thing I never 

wanted to do was teach. I wanted to be a per-
former and I was convinced that was the only 
path for me professionally. 

I was very wrong.
Having won a position in a professional 

orchestra and string quartet straight out of 
grad school, I did not know what to do when I 
found it unsatisfying—not at all what I had 
envisioned. I was disillusioned by the politics 
of the situation and turned off by how fellow 
musicians were treated. So, I decided if I 
could help to change the professional field of 
music, I’d need to start from scratch and 
“from the bottom-up.”

A year later, I found myself teaching in an 
urban public-school string program in the 
city where I was born! I was in Fall River, 
Massachusetts, for 11 years—some of the 
best years of my life. The students were smart 
and talented, and many of them went on to 
have careers in music. 

Moving on from that part of my life, I began 
teaching in college settings in and around the 
Boston area and eventually became the direc-
tor of orchestral activities at the University of 
Rhode Island, where I have taught for over 25 
years. My position includes conducting the 
University Symphony, and teaching violin and 
viola, basic conducting, and a string methods 
class. I have performed in professional regional 
orchestras and chamber ensembles along the 
way, but nothing is as satisfying as teaching 
my students, and particularly at URI.

What we do in the private studio has a tre-
mendous impact on our students’ ability to be 
successful. Is my teaching a positive or a nega-
tive influence? I think that anyone who 
teaches private lessons must ask herself this 
question constantly. We must never stop 
growing and reassessing our effectiveness as 
teachers and role models or our students will 
suffer. It is such a great and humbling respon-
sibility to help students find their voices.

It seems to me that teaching students to 
think through a process is perhaps the most 

TO TEACH 
OR NOT TO 
TEACH
Achieving all my professional 
goals made me realize I had 
chosen the wrong profession

By Ann Danis

Ann Danis teaching 
her student Ian Pierce
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to discuss their influences, profound teaching moments, daily quandaries, and the experiences that helped define their approach to teaching. 

valuable information I ever share with them. 
George Zazofsky, my excellent teacher at 
NEC, shared this concept with me. I often 
find that students play well, but have no idea 
why they do most of what they do. Many feel 
as though they need a teacher to constantly 
guide them through a problem passage or 
work on a specific technique. 

Mr. Zazofsky told me, “I teach my students 
to think for themselves so that I may become 
dispensable to them.” I did not fully appreci-
ate the import of that concept until I began 
teaching and realized that I was able to think 
through any problem that I saw in my stu-
dents as well as those in my own playing. 
What an amazing gift I had been given and 
now am able to share with my students!

So, how do I cultivate students’ ability to 
think for themselves? String players struggle 
with the concept of shifting and playing in 
tune. When asked why a particular shift is 
always out of tune, many students do not 
have an answer. They have played those 
shifts until their ears became trained to hear 
the interval incorrectly every time they 
reached that place in the music. 

At a moment such as this, I ask my student 
to “practice” as if I were not there. I patiently 
wait and listen as two or three measures of 
music (at least) gets played over and over 
with no improvement. The student then 
becomes frustrated because things have not 
improved, or is unaware that the interval 
remains incorrect. Then I ask the student to 
concentrate on the real problem: the two 
notes that constitute the shift and how to get 
from one to the other correctly. The pitch 
then begins to improve rapidly and the hand 
is truly learning the “landscape” of the fin-
gerboard. The student feels success, the 

It seems to me that 
teaching students to 

think through a process 
is perhaps the most 

valuable information I 
ever share with them.

passage is improved, and the student has 
learned a valuable lesson: isolate the real 
problem in order to fix it for good.

Applying this strategy to all aspects of 
playing allows students to become indepen-
dent thinkers. It takes patience to ask a ques-
tion and wait for a student to respond, but 
that patience is rewarded when the student 
can indeed answer the question, has the con-
fidence to think independently, and can 
problem-solve on her own. Critical thinking 
is something students can take with them 
into all academic disciplines and their 

everyday lives. I believe it is essential for a 
caring, dedicated teacher to lead students 
toward musical independence.

After almost 50 years I am more passionate 
than ever about having chosen this path in 
my life—or perhaps it chose me! I have always 
had wonderful and dedicated students who 
have gone into the world and made it a better 
place by what they do and who they are. 

Ann Danis is professor of music and director of 
orchestral activities at the University of Rhode 
Island.

Rice University’s Shepherd School of Music is proud to announce 
the Starling-Shepherd Distinguished Artist Teacher Series in 
Classical Violin. This initiative celebrates thirty-eight years
of collaboration between the Dorothy Richard Starling 
Foundation and the Shepherd School of Music, two of Houston’s 
most respected arts organizations. The Series will 
bring prominent violin pedagogues to Houston 
for mini-residencies at Rice four times during the 
academic year. These guest artists will complement 
the work of the Shepherd School’s illustrious 
violin faculty: Paul Kantor, Cho-Liang Lin and 
Kathleen Winkler.

Dean, The Shepherd School of Music
Robert Yekovich
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The Shepherd School of Music, 
Rice University, Houston, TX, music.rice.edu 

String Faculty

Violin
Paul Kantor
Cho-Liang Lin 
Kathleen Winkler

Viola
James Dunham
Ivo-Jan van der Werff

Shepherd School Violin Faculty (L–R), Paul Kantor, Cho-Liang Lin, 
Kathleen Winkler 

Cello
Norman Fischer
Desmond Hoebig 
Brinton Averil Smith

Double Bass
Paul Ellison
Timothy Pitts
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STAGE & STUDIO

F or some young string players, the first 
steps into songwriting can feel terrify-
ingly akin to walking off a cliff. Carrie 

Rodriguez remembers it well. 
After the Austin-born singer-songwriter 

begged her mom for a violin at age five, the 
instrument became the center of her child-
hood. Rodriguez raced down the classical 
track through her first year at Oberlin, before 
embracing fiddling and songwriting. 

The transition wasn’t easy.  
“I felt very insecure,” she recalls. “There is 

so much perfection needed in classical music, 
and that doesn’t really go with songwriting.”

Today Rodriguez is a globetrotting star 
who has made a whole lot of music by herself 
and in collaboration with everyone from 
Lucinda Williams to Los Lobos.

But her struggles—and those of fellow vio-
linists Amanda Shires and Carla Kihlstedt—
offer valuable insights to string players 
turning to songwriting. 

“My number one piece of advice is, don’t be 
afraid to not know what you’re doing at first,” 
Rodriguez says. “It’s important not to get 
hung up on what you don’t know. That can 
block you.”

Rodriguez often starts her own songwrit-
ing process by holding her violin like a guitar. 
“I start finding some chords I like, and I don’t 
worry about what they are,” she says. “Just 

STRINGS 
THAT SING
Songwriting advice from 
Carrie Rodriguez, Amanda 
Shires, and Carla Kihlstedt

By Patrick Sullivan

Carrie Rodriguez
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start strumming and see where that takes 
you.”

The best songs, she says, come from fur-
ther back in your consciousness—often 
while you’re doing something else. Inspira-
tion once struck her at a John Prine concert. 
“I was so moved by his honesty and simple 
language,” Rodriguez recalls.  

So she went home and wrote. The result was 
“The West Side,” her lyrical, painfully frank 
account of being one of the only Mexican-
American kids in an affluent white neighbor-
hood.

Of course, Rodriguez notes, you often 
can’t wait for inspiration. Songwriting is a 
discipline—a point driven home in recent 
months as she crafted songs for a new musi-
cal premiering in 2019. 

“It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” she 
says. But it also underscored the distinctive 
joys of songwriting with a violin. 

“Whatever you come up with your stringed 
instrument is going to be so unique from 
what a guitar would produce,” Rodriguez says. 

“Don’t ever shy away from that. Embrace your 
string-playerness.”

The greatest songwriting challenge facing 
Amanda Shires of late has been short and 
giggly—her two-year-old daughter. 

The Nashville singer-songwriter has been 
crafting songs professionally for some 15 
years. She’s played the violin since age ten, 
when she picked up her first instrument in a 
Texas pawn shop. 

But, as Shires discovered, having a toddler 
changes everything. While crafting songs for 
her forthcoming fifth album—To the Sun-
set—Shires tried to keep working in her 
home office, with her kid running in and out. 
“It was fun, but I was not getting much done,” 
she says with a laugh. 

So, with her husband watching her daugh-
ter, Shires relocated to the bedroom closet. 
She spent hours in there, taping half-finished 
works to the walls of the tiny room and the 
bedroom beyond. 

It was the first time Shires had displayed 
her intimate, uncompleted songs where 

others could see. That yielded unexpected 
benefits.

“It led to comments and questions from 
my husband and my friends,” Shires says. 
“That was fun. And I sort of learned to accept 
myself and my writing.”

But new songwriters should be strategic 
about sharing a work in progress.

“Don’t show it to someone who doesn’t 
believe in your dream,” Shires says. “It’s hard 
enough to become something crazy like a 
songwriter. You need to be uncomfortable 
sometimes, but not to where you quit.”

Shires often starts her songwriting by 
practicing scales and then experimenting on 
her instrument. “If something comes out of 
that, I’ll work on it until I have a story or 
something to put into words,” she says.

But spend as much time practicing writing as 
you do playing your instrument, advises Shires, 
who recently got an MFA in creative writing.

“Finding words to match exactly what 
you’re thinking takes precision and a lot of 
practice,” Shires says. 

8 7 F  V I R T U O S O  V I O L I N 
“ G U A D A G N I N I ”

 
Made in U.S.A. by Nuovo Consorzio,  
an independent American-European 

Consortium. 
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Carla Kihlstedt’s childhood was steeped in 
the classical violin. “But I started having the 
wrong heroes early,” Kihlstedt says. “I was 
blown away by Laurie Anderson when I went 
to a concert in middle school.” 

These days, the Cape Cod–based Kihlstedt is 
recognized as an innovative violinist- 
songwriter who has collaborated with the likes 
of Tom Waits and Fred Frith. She’s currently 
one-half of the experimental duo Rabbit Rabbit.  

When she’s writing for herself as a violinist 
and a singer, Kihlstedt has her hands on her 
instrument and a giant piece of manuscript 
paper where she writes sketches of ideas. 

“It’s actually a really sensual process,” 
Kihlstedt explains. “I feel like writing on the 
violin is like sculpting with water. It wants to 
flow in a certain way harmonically and tex-
turally, and I have to let it.”

Indeed, you should let your songs boss you 
around, Kihlstedt advises. “They’re like chil-
dren,” she says. “You have lots to learn from 
them.”

Give yourself sandbox time, she sug-
gests—periods when you’re totally uncon-
cerned with producing an actual song.

One approach: “Write tiny musical post-
cards to yourself that have no development, 
just bits of possibility,” she says. “Do one a 
day for a month.”

Some will beg further development. 
“They’ll keep you up at night,” Kihlstedt says. 
“The rest are like compost—totally useful, 
but in a more roundabout way.” 

But don’t toss discipline aside. Songwrit-
ing takes work. “Simple is the hardest thing 
there is,” she says. “It’s harder to say some-
thing in ten words than 100.”

Writing a song, Kihlstedt stresses, is about 
creating a constellation of tiny details that 
combine to convey something important. 
Humans, she notes, instinctively connect  
the dots. 

“Your real canvas is not your instrument, 
but the listener’s body, mind, and memory,” 
Kihlstedt says. “And you can count on the 
fact that your listener, if she is like most 
humans, is creating stories of her own with 
the smallest details you give her.”  n

The [songs with 
potential will] keep you 
up at night. The rest are 
like compost—totally 
useful, but in a more 

roundabout way. 
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D uo Gazzana often strives to find unex-
pected connections—both musically 
and historically—in their programs. It’s 

fitting, considering the duo is related them-
selves. When Italian sisters Natascia and Raf-
faella Gazzana dove into a program of mostly 
French music from the end of the 19th cen-
tury, they uncovered some interesting 
research. “All this music was composed for 
important, prominent violinists of the time. 
The Franck sonata was dedicated to Ysaÿe, the 
Ravel sonata was performed with Enescu, and 
also the Messiaen piece was a wedding gift for 
his wife, violinist, Claire Delbos,” violinist 
Natascia shares. “There is a strange connection 
because my violin is a French violin, it is made 
by Pierre Hel. Ysaÿe and Enescu were playing 
violins by Pierre Hel . . . that’s extraordinary.”

This French foray—with a little side trip 
into Hungary—resulted in their third album. 
The duo performs Ravel’s Sonate posthume, 
Franck’s Sonate for piano and violin in  
A major, Messiaen’s Theme et variations for 
violin and piano, and a world-premiere 
recording of Ligeti’s Duo for violin and piano.

Natascia Gazzana spoke from Rome about 
their latest album and what it was like to 
unearth Ligeti’s Duo.

 —Cristina Schreil

How did this program come together?
On the previous CD, we recorded repertoire 
from the 21st and 20th centuries, so we 
wanted to go back farther in musical history. 
The starting point was the Franck sonata. 
And then as we generally do for our concert 
programs, we like to find connections 
between composers and different times. 

French music always had a main impor-
tance for us as a duo. We wanted to focus on 
this kind of repertoire, mixing French music 
at the end of the 19th century with the 

REACHING 
THROUGH 
TIME
Duo Gazzana on linking 
works by composers of 
different periods, and 
the premiere recording 
of Ligeti’s ‘Duo’ for 
violin and piano

RAVEL/FRANCK/LIGETI/MESSIAEN
Duo Gazzana  
(Natascia Gazzana, violin; 
Raffaella Gazzana, piano)
(ECM New Series)

Duo Gazzana—Natascia 
Gazzana and Raffaella Gazzana
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Messiaen, which is a piece from 1952, and 
this premiere recording of Ligeti.

What was the process of finding  
and recording the Ligeti?
That was very challenging for us. We very 
much like Ligeti’s music [so] we were wonder-
ing, “Did he write for our instrumentation?” 
So we started our research and we discovered 
this little but very nice piece. We tried to get 
the score but it was quite difficult, so we are 
grateful to the Paul Sacher Foundation in 
Basel, Switzerland. We received the newly 
printed score by Schott Music and it was 
really emotional because it was directly from 
the composer. 

This piece was written in 1946 and never 
recorded—maybe it was played by György Kur-
tág, [as] it is dedicate to Kurtág—so maybe 
they performed it once. So, this is a premiere 
we are very proud to present to our public. 

Do you know why it wasn’t recorded before? 
I think it was simply forgotten maybe because 
Ligeti composed the piece in 1946 in 

Budapest. He was 23. He wrote the piece soon 
after he had survived being deported to a con-
centration camp. The piece belongs to an early 
stage of Ligeti’s way of composing and was 
not included in the “official” list of his works. 
Maybe that’s why it was forgotten. But, we 
can see already the skills he would develop.

What is the piece like?
It’s a short piece, where you can clearly hear a 
sort of irony in the two different themes: one 
more dynamic and the other one lyri-
cal. Ligeti was born in Hungary in a town that 
now belongs to Romania. You can clearly hear 
themes of Romanian folklore and the music 
reminds me of Bartók’s way of treating folk 
themes. But, Ligeti already had a very per-
sonal language, especially regarding the use 
of rhythm.

What are some links between the Duo  
and the other pieces?
The Ravel sonata and Messiaen are also pieces 
that were written when the composers were 
very young. Also Franck, even though the 

sonata was [finished] in 1886, he had worked 
on this sonata already 30 years before. 

What was the recording process like?
We recorded this in the same place as the pre-
vious two recordings, in Lugano in the Italian 
part of Switzerland, and it is a fabulous stu-
dio . . . it was the same team from the other 
two records.

It takes a lot of time to have a good quality 
of sound, to choose the right position of the 
microphones. So, half of the time is dedicated 
to this kind of research of sound and listen-
ing, going back and forth to choose the right 
quality. That’s also why we very much like to 
work with ECM; there is a lot of care [put in 
to] the sound, which I think is the most 
important thing when you listen to an album.

What kind of sound were you trying  
to capture?
I think we were looking for the right sound 
for this kind of music and also to have the 
feeling that when you listen to the album it’s 
like a live concert. n

Metzler
Violin Shop

  Huge selection of
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GEORGE GERSHWIN: 

LULLABY FOR STRING 

QUARTET

G. Henle Verlag, $11.95

G eorge Gershwin was born in Brooklyn, 
New York, the son of a poor immigrant 
family, and his life is an inspirational 

American story. Working his way up to 
become one of the world’s most celebrated 
musicians, he composed music sometimes 
hailed as representing America itself.

Even when famous, Gershwin made study-
ing music a lifelong pursuit. An example is 
his Lullaby for Strings, penned in 1919 as an 
assignment in harmony and counterpoint 
from his orchestration teacher, Hungarian 
émigré and violinist Edward Kilenyi in the 
Waldorf-Astoria Orchestra. Gershwin origi-
nally wrote the piece for piano, then tran-
scribed it for string quartet. He then adapted 
it into a song for his new show, Blue Monday. 
Its main theme derives from the aria, “Has 
Anyone Seen My Joe?” In it, jazz band leader 
Paul Whiteman recognized Gershwin’s tal-
ent, and commissioned him to write a new 
piece: Rhapsody in Blue.

MUSICAL 
FUSION 
Gershwin’s ‘Lullaby’ 
blends classical and jazz 
for string quartet

By Mary Nemet

The manuscript for Lullaby lay forgotten on 
his brother Ira Gershwin’s shelf for four 
decades until harmonica virtuoso Larry Adler 
obtained permission to arrange it for harmon-
ica and string quartet, and performed this ver-
sion at the 1963 Edinburgh Festival. However 
it was not until 1967 that the Lullaby was per-
formed in its guise as a string quartet by the 
Juilliard Quartet at the Library of Congress.

Published the following year by brothers 
Ira and Arthur Gershwin, it has enjoyed suc-
cess with both string quartets and string 
orchestras. It was written as a “classical” 
piece, though it highlights Gershwin’s main 
claim to fame—his ability to blend jazz and 
art music. His masterful fusion of these ele-
ments is heard in Rhapsody in Blue, An Ameri-
can in Paris, and Porgy and Bess.

Lullaby is in three sections, framed by a 
short introduction and coda. Soft chords and 
delicate violin harmonics lead into the first 
section that features a lazy syncopated swing-
like accompaniment with many lovely solo 
“recitativo” moments, and exotic undulating 
harmonies over a steady pizzicato line. A 
sweet cello solo leads into the lullaby one last 
time before fading into ethereal harmonics 
once more. Ira’s words, “It may not be the Ger-
shwin of Rhapsody in Blue and his other con-
cert works, but I find it charming and kind.”

Its colorful harmonies, catchy tunes, and 
rhythms are indeed beguiling and will capture 
chamber musicians’ hearts. This fastidiously 
rendered Henle edition is based on source 
material held in the Library of Congress.

JOHANNES BRAHMS:  

HORN TRIO, OP. 40

G. Henle Verlag, $37.95

Brahms wrote the much-
loved Horn Trio in 1865 
while on his summer 
sojourn in Lichtental. 
Brahms said the theme of 

the first movement occurred to him during a 
rustic walk near Baden-Baden. In the same 
year, he wrote his first cello sonata and String 
Sextet No. 2 in G major.

After revising the proofs, he expressly 
asked his publisher Simrock to mention 
“Waldhorn” (forest horn) on the title page 
rather than Horn. Even though he had 
penned an alternative cello part, it was very 
important to Brahms to achieve the open-
rounded timbre of a natural rather than a G
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valve horn. (He had learned natural horn as a 
child, as well as piano and cello.)

An informative preface in this new Henle 
edition explains the composer’s reasons for not 
using the modern valve horn: “All the poetry is 
lost and the sound is coarse.” For him, nature 
and nostalgia took pride of place. Later in 1884, 
Brahms included a viola part (which he much 
preferred to the cello). Since then, the two alter-
natives have been retained and this publication 
includes individual parts for the three variants.

The general mood of this elegiac trio is 
characterized by warm intimacy and a gentle 
melancholy, contrasting with images of the 
hunt suggested in the sparkling scherzo and 
an exuberant finale. The glorious Adagio is 
one of the composer’s most impassioned and 
heartfelt movements. With relatively few 
chamber works that include the horn, it here 
shares the same prominence as the violin and 
piano. Brahms’ exceptional enthusiasm for 
the instrument ensures its hallowed place. 
Henle’s exemplary unfettered publication is 
all that one could wish for.

 —MN

TCHAIKOVSKY: SERENADE 

MELANCOLIQUE, OP. 26,  

FOR VIOLIN & PIANO

G. Henle Verlag, $15.95

Tchaikovsky penned his 
first work for violin and 
orchestra in 1875—two 
months after he had com-

pleted his First Piano Concerto in the same 
key, B-flat minor—and one can hear links to 
its sombre slow movement in his aptly titled 
Serenade.

The composer heard the famed violin ped-
agogue Leopold Auer a year earlier and was 
inspired to write not only his first violin 
work, the Serenade, but also the Violin Con-
certo for him.

Both were dedicated to Auer but in the end 
Adolph Brodsky premiered both works and 
the dedication was changed. The Serenade  
is effectively a stand-alone concerto slow 
movement (analogous to the Beethoven 
Romances). 

It is highly characteristic of Tchaikovsky’s 
art; as English musicologist Gerald Abraham 

describes, “In that vein of mingled sadness 
and graciousness in which he excelled when 
he felt things profoundly without being too 
emotionally self-indulgent.” Doleful at first, 
the tempo picks up in the contrasting middle 
section, with a lovely duet between violin and 
horn with oboe and clarinet also highlighted.

Immediately popular following its pre-
miere by Brodsky in 1876, it was taken up by 
Sarasate and other esteemed violinists, estab-
lishing the composer’s reputation abroad, 
especially in Paris. Encouraged by the Sere-
nade’s success, Tchaikovsky wrote two similar 
single-movement works: the Valse-Scherzo 
and much later, in 1877 the Pezzo Capriccioso 
for cello and orchestra.

Many earlier editions of the Serenade have 
survived but no autographs or other written 
sources exist. This new publication is based 
on the last edition produced in the compos-
er’s lifetime and with his authorization. Hen-
le’s score comes with a supplementary violin 
part judiciously marked by Ingolf Turban and 
is a model in clarity.

 —MN
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What’s your favorite 
part of the process 

of making an 
instrument—what 

day do you most look 
forward to?

A lthough I enjoy many parts of the pro-
cess of making an instrument, the var-
nishing process is one of my favorites. 

The varnish will, layer by layer, reveal all the 
work that took months to create. To make the 
varnish, I use different natural resins, which 
I grind, combine, and cook. (Plus they smell 
really nice!) I’ve tried many recipe variations 
over the years—one never thinks that the 
learning is over and never finds it perfect. 
The recipe I’m using now shows and protects 

the beautiful wood and dries in a reasonable 
amount of time, without having to use spe-
cial lights. The color is another challenge. It 
took me a long time to learn how to use the 
brush once I add color to the varnish so I 
don’t make unwanted darker lines and spots, 
and to learn how to apply color in other dif-
ferent ways. I also use natural ingredients 
and pigments to prepare my colors.
 —Gabriela Guadalajara,  
 violin and viol maker 
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