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String Quartet performs modern work

	


By Jim Pegolotti

NEWS-TIMES MUSIC CORRESPONDENT, Danbury, CT

NEWTOWN – Whether the Enso String Quartet realized it or not, their program on Sunday for the Newtown Friends of Music in Edmond Town Hall had overtones of a wedding: their program exemplified the bridal admonition to have “something old, something new; something borrowed, something blue.”

The “something old” was a string quartet by Joseph Haydn (1732-1809); the “something new” was the “String Quartet” by Carmel, NY resident John Corigliano (born 1938).  Samuel Barber (1910-1981) borrowed Matthew Arnold’s poem “Dover Beach” for his Opus 3, and Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) definitely had to be “blue” when he wrote his first string quartet, for the music is not exactly uplifting.

The Enso Quartet, now in residence at Rice University, was born in 1999 from the friendship of four international graduate students at Yale: violinists Maureen Nelson (USA) and Tereza Stanislav (Canada), violist Robert Brophy (England), and cellist Richard Belcher (New Zealand).

The four works programmed tested the quartet’s ability to perform a wide variety of musical styles and they passed the tests admirably.  Haydn’s “String Quartet No 27 in D Major” is one of the more reflective of this composer, who brought the string quartet to its pinnacle of form.  Warmth pervaded all the playing, especially by cellist Belcher in the gypsy-like third movement.  Lead violinist Nelson proved an able leader for the group, both aurally and visually, here and throughout the concert.

John Corigliano, regarded as one of this country’s major composers, wrote his only string quartet in 1995 and stated himself that the work “strained past the boundaries of the string quartet.”  The 40-minute work strains the audience also.  The structure of the work is one of balance.  The outer two movements of the five-movement work – prelude and postlude – are similar, performed with muted strings.  The first notes seem to emerge from nothingness; the quartet’s final notes similarly disappear into the great void.  In between, it seems the composer tried everything he could think of – from dynamic rhythmic changes to yelping sounds – as a challenge to performers and audience alike.

The central movement is a nocturne, with the highest possible notes audible to the ear emerging from the strings.  The two movements that frame the central nocturne are a scherzo and a fugue.  In the scherzo, pulsating tones from brusque bowing produce sounds seemingly left over from Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring.”  The fugue uses a theme that is clearly an approximation of the funereal “Dies Irae,” a favorite of composers from Berlioz to Rachmaninoff.  

The entire work left me a bit perplexed; it seemed to be a series of episodes with no heart.  Although it is my first hearing of this work, I believe the Enso instrumentalists gave a worthy performance.  Corigliano must think highly of his string quartet, for in 2001 he turned it into his “Symphony No 2,” for which he won the Pulitzer Prize in music.

Barber’s “Dover Beach” puts to music the most famous poem of Matthew Arnold, the British Victorian poet.  Baritone Thomas Meglioranza was the soloist.  Dressed all in black, as were the four instrumentalists, he centered himself between them.  I would very much like to hear more of the singer for his voice was warm in tone and clear in enunciation.

Here, he let the words speak for themselves, but a little more dramatic embellishment seemed needed.  The poem’s final words have special meaning today: “And we are here on a darkling plain, Swept with confused alarms of struggle and fight, Where ignorant armies clash by night.”

Brahms did not write his first string quartet to be interrupted by the Town Hall fire siren (yes, the players finally had to pause), or later to be augmented by the town clock striking 5 pm.  (If these had happened during the Corigliano work, no one would have been surprised.) 

The first of three string quartets by Brahms finds him at his sincerest, though somewhat cheerless.  Only in the third movement, where a trio portion emerged in a jolly waltz mood, did he break out of his pensive world.  Still, it was a pleasure to hear the interpretation of the Enso Quartet, full of energetic melodic playoffs between the high and low strings, a performance ever cohesive, ever listenable.  In this work, as in all the others, violist Brophy and violinist Stanislav provided those vital inner musical voices in exemplary manner.
Staying an extra day, on Monday the Enso Quartet worked with music students at Newtown High School as part of the Friends’ School Outreach Program. From what the large audience heard on Sunday, the fortunate students had interaction with one of the finest of today’s young string quartets.
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