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Proving the Possibilities of the Humble Recorder

By ANNE MIDGETTE
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The music sounds like lost puppies, mourning birds, wordless voices. It flits and starts and even frolics in little bursts across the stage, now quiet as a hoarse rasp of almost tuneless breath, now rising to the shriek of a factory whistle. 

The piece: "Arrangements." 

The composer: Kazimierz Serocki, avant-garde, Polish, interested in exploring new sounds and timbres. 

The instruments: recorders. 

To many, the recorder is an instrument used for music education in elementary school. For Quartet New Generation, a self-styled "recorder collective" of four young women from Germany and Austria making its New York recital debut at Weill Recital Hall tonight, it is a vehicle for exploring new sounds and new music, from Serocki to Arvo Pärt. 

As recorder players, of course, they have to do a certain amount of explaining along the way. "I say I studied music,'' said Hannah Pape, 27. "And people say, 'Oh, music, how nice.' If they ask, 'What kind of music,' I might say, 'Flute.' And if they are still interested or say, 'What kind of flute?' I might say, 'Well, actually, Blockflöte recorder.' ''

They don't sound like the recorders you played in school, and they don't look like them, either. Each member of the group owns as many as 30 instruments, only a few of which have the familiar contours of the common Baroque recorder. 

Others encompass a range of tunings and shapes, from a set of Renaissance recorders, which taper outward toward the bottom, through to the bizarre-looking Paetzold basses, developed in the 1970's, which are basically organ pipes fitted out with broad plywood keys that strike the instrument audibly, adding an element of percussion to the proceedings. 
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But it's not wise to get too attached to a single instrument. "Unfortunately, recorders don't get better as they age,'' said Andrea Guttmann, 28, the lone Austrian in the group. "They are not like violins.''

In fact, unlike a traditional string quartet, the players in Quartet New Generation trade instruments and even parts. The only limitation is physical size. Heide Schwarz, 27, the shortest (and blondest) of the four women, wistfully tried to play the stately Renaissance bass recorder she was showing off to a visitor, but the instrument is well over six feet tall; her hands were too small to reach the finger holes, and she could barely reach the metal mouthpiece that curves down from its top. 

"The recorder is the most natural of all instruments,'' deadpanned Susanne Fröhlich, 25, relieving Ms. Schwarz of the bass and giving a brief send-up of her contortions. As the group's tallest member, Ms. Fröhlich often takes the bass line. 

Ms. Fröhlich also seems to take a leading role in seeking out new music - at, for example, the summer workshop in Darmstadt, Germany, famous (or infamous) as the center of the German contemporary music scene. The name Darmstadt evokes thorny serialism rather than recorder playing, but it turns out that many of the composers who attend the workshop there today have some idea of the recorder's expressive possibilities because Tosiya Suzuki, a Japanese recorder soloist, has been a lecturer there since 2002. 

Ms. Fröhlich said that often "people hear us and say, 'I didn't know the recorder could sound like that.' ''

But they evidently know it in Amsterdam, the city where, according to Ms. Fröhlich, serious recorder players eventually end up, drawn by a tradition that encompasses Franz Brüggen, the Amsterdam Loeki Stardust Quartet, and Walter van Hauwe, a major performer and teacher at the Amsterdam Conservatory. It was there that Quartet New Generation was founded: Ms. Fröhlich, Ms. Pape and Ms. Guttmann were randomly assigned to an ensemble together at the beginning of the school year in 1998 and found that something clicked. A few years later, Ms. Schwarz replaced their original fourth member. There was no need for her to audition. In the small world of serious recorder players, everybody knows everybody else. 

And they've learned how a recorder can sound in France and Poland, where the quartet has taken top honors at international chamber music competitions. It was in Krakow last year, at the International Chamber Music Competition for Contemporary Music, that Eighth Blackbird, the successful young contemporary ensemble, heard the quartet, the competition winners, and recommended that the group apply to the Concert Artists Guild competition in New York, which had helped start Eighth Blackbird's own career. 

The Concert Artists Guild, in fact, is making a concerted effort to find performers able to reach new audiences with new music. Richard Weinert, the guild's president, proudly noted that there are few repertory restrictions, which made room for past winners like Imani Winds (a quintet that brings together African and European musical traditions) and the BackBeat Percussion Quartet. 

A lack of restrictions is certainly a good thing for a recorder quartet; many composers on Quartet New Generation's list are not well known. At the finals of the 2004 Concert Artists Guild competition last spring, the judges, seeing the group's repertory, had no idea what to ask for.

Curious about the title of one piece, a judge asked for "Kites Flying'' by Victor Eckimowskij and was startled when the quartet's members promptly left the stage. (To say more would be a spoiler; the piece is on tonight's program as well.) 

Admittedly, the quartet began adding older works to its programs a few years ago, artfully prompted by presenters and competitions that required a wider chronological range. But in performance, it's clear that the contemporary pieces remain the women's bailiwick - and, according to them, the ones that audiences respond to most.      
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