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By Patrick Shepherd
Playing as One

It is a brave group of musicians who choose this month to present a concert in Christchurch without being part of the arts festival, but the Ensō Quartet did precisely that to an enthusiastic audience.


As luck would have it, they also went up against the All Blacks playing Australia, but then that gave three-quarters of the group an insight into life Downunder.  Not so for Christchurch cellist Richard Belcher, making a welcome return to New Zealand and it was great to hear him back again on his home turf.


The quartet showed us why they're one of the most highly acclaimed young ensembles in the States. The program of Mozart's D major quartet K575, Schumann's lyrical and expressive A major and then Beethoven's ground-breaking Opus 131 in C sharp minor was well planned.

The episodic nature of the Schumann, and hence the unpredictability, foreshadowed the Beethoven extremely effectively. A heady mix indeed, and what unrelenting passion and energy Enso brought to these works, coupled with a truly fantastic ability to communicate within the ensemble and with their audience!

The character of the quartet changes with the leadership.  In an unusual move (though not for this quartet), violinists Tereza Stanislav and Maureen Nelson switched roles, Stanislav leading for the Mozart and Beethoven and Nelson for the Schumann and the exciting tango demanded as an encore.

Both are fine leaders with entirely different styles; Stanislav has an intense lyricism in her playing and authoritative direction, while Nelson displays a strong physical presence and power ideal for rhythmic music, such as the syncopation of the first movement of the Schumann and the robust finale.

Underpinning this was the high degree of intuition and understanding displayed by violist Robert Brophy and Belcher, who work together extremely well. Exchanges within the quartet were seamless, and one really senses that this group lives, breathes, and thinks as one.  Most definitely a name to watch, particularly as they play Carnegie Hall next April.
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