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      New York
It's an old adage: "Dog Bites Man" isn't news, but "Man Bites Dog" goes on page one. So when a group shows up playing advanced classical music on the recorder, critics take notice. The recorder, after all, is a simple instrument that tootles happily in music from the Renaissance. Your kid might have played one at her first music lessons. Who's ever heard it in music that sounds, more or less, the way a Jackson Pollock painting looks, filling the air with scattered bleeps and bloops?

So a largish crowd showed up last week at Weill Recital Hall (one of the three performing spaces in Carnegie Hall in New York) to hear a new-music recorder quartet that had won first prize in the Concert Artists Guild international competition. This is QNG -- Quartet New Generation -- and what they do is in no way a gimmick. The four musicians, women from Germany and Austria, are wonderfully committed, and when they played...well, as my companion at the concert said, "Who knew?"
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Communing with nature: Perhaps because the recorder is such a pure instrument, QNG's irresistible sound often resembled birds and insects.
	


  The sound was irresistible: clicks, swoops and swoons 

  mixed in with twittering like birds or insects. The recorder,

  it struck me, is an instrument that's close to nature. It's a

  wooden pipe, without much of the mechanical apparatus 

  you'd find in a flute or a clarinet. When you make a sound 

  on it, you hear your breath, and the wood the instrument 

  is made of; you can learn to play with care and verve, but 

  nothing's going to make it sound sophisticated.

  And if that's true for just one recorder, it's quadruply true 

  for four of them. When the quartet comes together on a 

  complex, clashing chord, the sound is almost innocent. 

  Many chords, emerging in quick and unpredictable 

  succession, sounded almost like the bleats of new, 

  delightful animals. And because QNG also played music 

  in familiar styles -- from the Renaissance and the 

  Baroque -- all these newer delights stood out in nice relief.

I can't say, though, that the concert was a complete success, even if what seemed to be a hometown crowd of Concert Artists Guild supporters was cheering with delight.

The new works mostly seemed a little blah once the purely sonic novelty wore off. I perked up for one ("Arrangements," by Kazimierz Serocki) that began with tiny peeping sounds and for another ("Kites Flying," by Viktor Ekimowski) that was full of dizzy swirls, dancing in the air as the members of the group stood right next to the audience, on the extreme right and left of the hall. But the only piece that held my interest all the way through was "Pari Intervallo," written -- no coincidence, I think -- by the only internationally known composer on the program, Arvo Pärt. It's built from somber long notes, which on recorders are hard to keep in tune. The quartet played with solid, unassuming skill, using large, imposing instruments, the biggest of which rested on the floor like heavy wooden organ pipes, standing four- and six-feet tall.

The Concert Artists Guild wants to "expand the boundaries of classical music," as its president, Richard Weinert, says, by featuring "new music, young people, and a new audience." To do that, they've attracted more adventurous musicians to their competition, found more adventurous judges, and established a pattern of adventurous winners.      

