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Chamber Music 1n Practice:

Professional Approach & Teaching Insights

For many musicians, professionals and students alike, our notions of chamber
music are shaped by simple perceptions of the participants proficiency: the better the
player, the better the performance. Thus, we value big names as a guarantee of
excellence, as we assume that their technical facility assures good ensemble. However,
in chamber music, technical proficiency of an individual is but one facet of a complex
undertaking, consequently sensitizing students to the minutiae of subtleties of the genre,
both musically and technically presents one of the biggest challenges to a teacher of
chamber music.

Although I have coached chamber groups from the time I was seventeen, my true
appreciation of the unique difficulties involved in chamber music making at the highest
level only began with my work with the Myriad and Cypress quartets and our
subsequent contact with members and former students of the Cleveland Quartet. They
taught us how to listen, how to work on chorales as a kind of scientific laboratory, how
to synchronize left hands and lead with them, how audible counting can clarify phrase
shaping, and how to delineate the character of subdivision, in short, how to unify every
perceptible and invisible parameter of music making. Until that time, I had not thought
how left hand articulation affects right hand hand articulation, or how the ends of notes,
not just the when but the how, affect ensemble; or how a change in the character of
subdivision changes ensemble or how the color or resistance of sound is probably the
key element to intonation.

Considering that we live in a country which lacks even one full-time chamber
ensemble, it comes as no surprise that the awareness of chamber music of a typical first
year student of a superior level is limited by the simple vision of chamber music as a
microcosm of orchestra: playing the right notes at the right time and following the
leader (the assumption being the first violin) should guarantee a solid performance.
Here, the appreciation of finer nuances of sound and inflection articulation and
expression take a backseats to a generic sort of fluency. Awareness of intonation is
limited to simple linear melodic thinking, that of articulation to simple questions of

vertical simultaneity and that of character to simple notions of tempo and dynamics.



My aim as a teacher is simply to use all of my professional experience to
provoke a heightened awareness of all parameters of chamber music making and to hold
the students to a professional standard.

Therefore in choosing my program, I wish not only to contrast the differences
between a more rigorous and disciplined work of a string quartet with the more reactive,
spontaneous work of a trio but also to show the relevance of that professional
experience in the teaching of chamber music, with particular consideration given to the

unique problems encountered when playing in the very ensemble one is coaching.

The String Quartet: Debussy’s String Quartet

Because of the similarities of the instruments comprising a string quartet, a
unification of myriad technical parameters, is essential for the perception of good
ensemble. But in order to unify the technical issues, one must first unify the
underlying musical concepts, from the most general to the smallest details. This requires
much discussion, experimentation and debate.

Let’s look at the opening gesture of the Debussy Quartet as an example. As in the
first two bars the four instruments play in virtually identical rhythm, all decisions of
character, phrase shape and gesture, balance, sound, color, articulation and dynamics
therefore require group consensus. Before we even argue the problems involved with
the execution of the tenuto followed by a written down bow, we must first ask: for what
end? Considering the Animé et trés décidé at the beginning, is it a gesture of stoic
determination, anger, or nervous anxiety. Should we choose anger, or (tres)
determination, maybe the first beats could be more rhythmically emphatic and resisted,
but should we choose nervous anxiety, then maybe the first beats would need to
demonstrate more forward direction, reflecting a heightened impulsiveness. Depending
on the character being transmitted, would a quarter note or half note preparations be
more appropriate? And how would one show the character of that preparation?

The tenuto/ downbow issue must then make sense with the character decision as it
implies a retake of the bow and thus a shortening of the first note: How short? And what
kind of ending? And how fast a bow velocity? Do we start on the string of from above?
And how does our physical preparation reinforce those decisions?

On string instruments, notions of resistance and velocity are as much physical

realities as they are interpretive concepts. We can observe speed and length of bow as
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well as observe bow division and proximity to the bridge. Whereas all conscientious
musicians share concerns of note shaping and articulation, with string players, there is a
shared technical understanding. They understand intuitively the physical correlation
between proximity to the bridge and resistance, they can speak of articulation as weight,
pressure or velocity of bow and they understand, physically speaking, the concept of
releasing a note in the air(letting it ring) or not. In short, they can visualize the actions in
physical terms. Although certainly, there is a correlation between bowing and blowing,
in the end the uniting of the two is more a matter of “observation” of sound and not a
shared physical understanding and therefore, in a group composed of similar
instruments, much more attention needs to be given to these details of execution.

But as a tenuto also implies an accent, how much? Is the first beat more
important, equal or less important than the second? Is the second beat a rhetorical
surprise? Again, how might that alter our ideas about articulation and length? And what
of the second note? If the second beat is a bit more held, when does the sense of
movement reassert itself? On the non-articulated third beat? Sooner or later? Could we
choose a smaller subdivision to define this more accurately?

Then there is the question of dynamic inflection. Apart from the issue of the
equality or inequality of the first two notes in terms of dynamic and articulation, what of
the rest of the bar? If there is to be a recovery of tempo or movement in the third beat,
does one support it with a crescendo? And does that entail a dynamic release of the
second beat?

Often one might create a balancethat favors the top and bottom voices to clarify
melodic and harmonic intentions, but is it necessary here? Is the marginally higher
tessitura sufficient to project the melody?

At this juncture, I wish to emphasize that the purpose here is not to offer an in
depth analysis of the work in question nor to enter into a hermeneutical debate. It is
rather to demonstrate the abundance of decisions, from interpretive to technical,
involved in defining a coherent performance of a string quartet. These decisions can not
be made in isolation: they must be discussed and debated as a group as each part is so
dependent on the others. Support of a melody depends on an intimate knowledge of a
multitude of predetermined factors both compositionally and interpretively. But so will
the characterization of a melody be influenced by the same factors if there is to be any
notion of interpretive unity. I always tell the students that chamber music is all about

relationships: relationships between parts, relationships of sounds and pitch,
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relationships between interpretation and technical realization and finally, relationships
between people. Each of these contributes to a sense of the whole. In the end, even in
the the most rigorous disciplined music making, an element of spontaneous provocation
and reaction exists but usually as a by product of the resolution of musical and technical
questions solved. There is simply too much interdependence of the parts to allow for

much individualized decision making.

The Piano Trio: Bruch’s Acht Stiicke

In a quartet, the viola’s role as an inner voice is to support and define harmony
and serve as a binding link between the treble and bass. Of course there are always
moments in which the viola comes to the fore but those are the exceptions rather than
the rule. In the trio, however, it is the piano, often playing the role of second violin,
viola and cello, that takes on the harmonic responsibility; it is rare to hear it in a solo
role while either of the other instruments are playing. This condensation of orchestration
means that so many of the issues of musical and technical unification rest in the part of
the piano which, although representing multiple voices, it is played only by one person.
Moreover, in contrast to the instrumental homogeneity of the string quartet, the
instruments of the trio have little in common in terms of timbre and production of
sound. There is no unifying of bow velocity or lengths, and questions of color or even
dynamics are far more subjective owing differences in timbre. So while interpretive
debate is still necessary and justified, there is less need for discussions of a more
technical nature.

Subsequently, at the beginning of the third piece, the one lingering ensemble
question is whether the viola plays with the bottom or top note of the piano’s
arpeggiated chord (if strings were to play that same chord, solutions to the arpeggiation,
balance dynamic and color would provoke necessary discussion concerning execution).
The discussions are simplified owing to the simplification of orchestration and differing
instrumental timbre, that highlight the viola’s and clarinet’s unique roles. Of course
certain intentional decisions need to be discussed, but these are of a broader and less
defined nature as the relationship between melody and accompaniment is simpler and
less dependent. What is the basic character? Who leads and how? As most of the
melodic material maintains independence of the other voices, scant discussion of

shaping or specific expression is needed. Very little discussion is required regarding the
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technical unity that is so important in a string quartet. The main issue is more about
conversation and opposition rather than strict concordance. Therefore, not only is there
much more room for spontaneity from all sides but additionally there is far more
latitude to provoke changes in the narrative.

While in the faster movements, there is a fair degree of parallel writing between
the clarinet and viola, with few exceptions, the lyrical sections are presented in dialogue
and imitation. Often it is the performers who must decide the nature of the relationship.
When is a repetition simply a repetition and when is it necessary to speak the same
phrase in a different manner? To imitate or transform, or maybe even to intentionally
contradict, these are the questions often raised spontaneously and often solved only in
performance. Here, the point is above all to react to whatever provocation presents
itself.

Take for example the beginning of the sixth piece: ‘Nachtgesang’. After a short
introduction in the piano, the clarinet sings the rather melancholy melody over a simple
arpeggiated accompaniment which is immediately followed by a repetition of the same
by the viola. While Bruch writes subtle changes of articulation and dynamic into the
accompaniment, and subtle gradations of dynamic into the theme, the statements are for
all practical purposes, identical. Of course the presence of the espressivo in the viola
part and the un poco cresc. in the part of the piano might indeed provoke a more overtly
expressive manner in the repetition, just as the lack of punctuating chords might also
provoke a more linear trajectory, but the important question is more about the
relationship of the two statements of the theme. Should the clarinetist take a very static
inward approach, how should or could the violist react? It would depend on the degree
of the preceding morendo and the residual dynamic at the entrance of the restatement of
the theme. But most of all it would depend on the shape, expression and color and
dynamic of the initial statement of the theme. The degree of espressivo is dependent on
what one encounters at the moment, the amount and color of sound, the magnitude of
the shaping and the possibility of time taking being variables that beg a reaction. Much
of the same would be true in the treatment of the second theme. Often in performance,
as the theme develops through a series of repetitive phrases, a gentle accelerando
develops. To what extent should the viola copy the initial statement and to what extent
might it develops the idea? A repetition is in itself a rhetorical gesture of reenforcement
so would it be appropriate to intensify the accelerando further or find dynamic means to

accomplish the same end?



Of course in any ensemble work, there exist parts that require more rigorous
attention and rehearsal. This we can see in the beginnings of the fourth and seventh
movements where, because of the synchronization in the parts of the clarinet and viola,
articulation, dynamics and note lengths demand attention. Generally speaking though,
experimentation regarding the relation of parts demands the bulk of rehearsal time.
Much of this is a result again, of the orchestration: Bruch writes for two melodic
instruments of vastly different character, the only commonality being the tessitura.
They in turn are supported by the piano which in condensing three or four parts into
one, necessarily carries the greater part of harmonic responsibility. The roles are well
defined whereas in the quartet, ambiguities inevitably arise from the timbral similarities
of the constituent instruments. The result being that in the triomuch less discussion of a
technical nature is required and further, musical discussion is focused on the relative

autonomy of the parts.

Perspectives on Pedagogical Principles

In the final section, I wish to highlight my work as a teacher integrated in a
student ensemble,in particular, the unique issues involved in playing in the very
ensemble one is coaching. At first glance, it would seem self evident that a student
group with a teacher of experience as one of its members would have an advantage over
other groups who lack that luxury.

Of the many challenges confronting a student group, perhaps the concept of
leadership is the most difficult to grasp. Leadership not only on a musical and technical
level but on a human level as well. If a soloist plays a concert or shows up at rehearsal
unprepared, it reflects badly on that individual. Of course it disrespects the audience or
the orchestral musicians that have to tolerate the lack of preparation, but in the end the
soloist only hurts himself. In a chamber group, any lack of preparation of one member
will reflect badly on the whole group. Every member’s actions have consequences with
others. Even our moods and attitudes can effect enormously rehearsals as well as
performances.

Students need to learn responsibly in a broader sense than simply showing up at
class or rehearsal. Being prepared by learning the score and parts, by thinking of
questions to ask, by thinking of how to give and receive opinions and criticism with

respect and humility are all fundamental to the success of a group.



The problem is that most students are too used to and comfortable with the status
quo and the hierarchies of authority. In orchestra it is in fact their duty to obey first the
conductor, then the concertmaster and finally the leader of their respective sections. In
practice, many students treat chamber music much the same as they would an orchestral
rehearsal thus equating the teacher with the conductor and the first violin with the
concertmaster. In this vision, it is uniquely the teacher’s responsibility to know and
have an opinion about the score and to have an opinion of one’s own risks challenging
the hierarchical order and potentially damaging the student teacher relationship. As a
consequence, both out of respect and perhaps a bit of laziness, students will always
defer to a teacher as the musical and instrumental authority. This can pose a problem
even with the teacher on the outside, as many groups will simply wait for a teacher’s
opinion rather than take responsibility of forming their own. Often, this tendency is
further intensified with the teachers presence in an ensemble. In addition, with a
mediator in the form of the teacher ever present, there is little incentive to develop
interpersonal diplomacy, an issue so fundamental for the proper functioning of any
group.

Thus, while it might seem self evident that a student group with a teacher of
experience as one of it’s members would have an advantage over others comprised only
of students, that very participation has the potential of undermining the learning process
as it imposes a unbalanced hierarchy of authority, inhibiting individual initiative both in
terms of leadership and the formation of opinions.

It is safe to assume that any responsible teacher will from the first class, have a
more thorough knowledge of a score than the students. This is not only logical but
frankly part of a teacher’s job. Thus, from that first class, leadership responsibility rests
squarely on the shoulders of the coach whether his participation comes from outside or
from within and this is so even if the coach assumes a non-principal part as from viola
in a string quartet. While initially this is probably for the good it creates
dangerous/undesirable precedent that requires much effort and thought to overcome.
Although all members of a group share leadership responsibilities, in a string quartet,
the majority of that responsible normally lies with the first violin due to to the obvious
prominence of the part. But normally, as a first violin part is often more technically
involved a student first violinist is often too preoccupied with the simple execution of
his part to pay any attention to issues of leadership, and as a hierarchical precedent was

established from the first class/rehearsal, the teacher is expected to fill the void. And as
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in an orchestra, the concertmaster is the second locus of authority, the rest of the group
follow suit.

One way to solve this or at least encourage more independence from the students
is to create exercises that negate that de facto authority.

To begin with, it is important to ask questions to provoke and empower students with
choices and options. This encourages individual initiative whether in learning scores or
in the formation of opinions.

The practice of playing short excerpts in total darkness, provided such a room can
be found, is one such democratizing exercise. With no visual crutches to rely on,
students only have their hearing to trust. With only the most subtle nuances of
breathingand the minutest detail of inflection and sound production to guide them, they
must search and reach out in equal measure. With all visual aids eliminated/neutralized
the coaches authority is diminished.

Work on simple chorales also greatly aids in this endeavor. In the Cypress String
Quartet we used chorales to practice leading and of course to sharpen our sensitivity to
issues of intonation. We would take turns leading a phrase, leading the cadences then
practice handing over the leadership to the next person. Thus we practiced cuing, shape
and character leading as well as cadential rallentandos. In a simple chorale (primarily
voice against voice), it is easy to see vertically in a score. As most string players
(particularly violinists) are used to thinking melodically and therefore horizontally, this
orchestral simplicity greatly aids in sensitizing harmonic awareness.

It is quite useful to oblige the students to come up with a rehearsal plan. They take
turns suggesting what is to be rehearsed, why and how. This results in a more
comprehensive study of the score and a more in-depth analysis of the issues at hand.
The benefits are obvious as giving responsibility to the students temporarily removes
the teacher from the chain of authority and encourages student participation.

Lastly, as internal balances are so difficult to judge while playing inside a group, |
often spend a portion of each class playing apart from the group, much as if I was a
member of the public. This not only gives me as a more objective idea of group balance
but also obliges the students to listen outside of themselves and to project sound beyond
their own music stands.

While not ideal in that it once again reenforces and validates the hierarchy of

authority, the practice gives a teacher a perspective that is otherwise lost when playing



inside and further encourages the development of more sophisticated listening skills in
the students.

At a superior level, students need to learn to uphold professional standards in
every facet of music making and it is our duty as teachers, not only to set an example,
but alsoto inspire independence by encourage strategies that provoke individual
responsibility through leadership. Nowhere is this more crucial then in a group
environment and as such, the discipline of chamber music plays an important role in

nurturing the evolvingindependence and critical capacities of young musicians.

Claude Debussy | String Quartet in G minor, Op. 10 (1893)

It is a curiosity that Debussy’s only Quartet was published with the title: 1st
Quartet in G minor, Op. 10. Although he had promised Chausson a second quartet it
seems more likely the promise was made in jest. Chausson’s muted enthusiasm of the
quartet’s premiere had provoked a bitter response from Debussy and a rededication of
the quartet to The Ysaye Quartet, its first performers. This is despite the rumors that
Debussy had been highly critical of their playing. A further oddity is that in no other
work did Debussy specify a tonality or an opus number. Was this an acknowledgement
of the great burden of taking on the legacy of giants such as Beethoven, Mozart or
Haydn by bestowing upon the quartet the traditional tonality and opus number? Or was
it meant as a caricature, a cynical jab at Austro-Hungarian traditions?

Its four movement construction, with the scherzo preceding a slow
movement seems to reflect a respect of traditions. So too the ending in the parallel
major. Yet the cyclical forms and free chromatic associations suggest more a
conscious rebellion against Germanic tradition rather than a respectful validation of
norms.

The quartet is dominated by the motto theme of the first two bars. This is
transformed and manipulated throughout each movement save the third which
stands alone as luminous aria of aching yearning. It is particularly prominent as the
second movement’s ostinato, set against exotic pizzicattti supposedly inspired by
Debussy’s memory of a gamelan orchestra he heard at the World’s fair of 1889. So
complete and subtle is his transformation of the motto that by the last movement,
the mere suggestion of an associated color is sufficient to precipitate memories of
past movements. As a result, when near the end, the complete motif finally returns
full force; its appearance seems the only logical gateway to the ecstatic conclusion.
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Although receiving mixed reviews at its premier in 1893, Debussy’s single quartet
quickly gained its audiences affections. It was one of the few string quartets to be
recorded multiple times in the early days of the gramophone, and to this day, it remains

one of the most beloved of all string quartets.

Max Bruch | Acht Stiicke, Op. 83(1908)

There are artists who strive for immortality, while others ultimate ambition is
simply to bring pleasure to an audience.

Writing to Ferdinand Hiller after attending the premier of Brahms Requiem,
Bruch opines: “the work is very greatly conceived and deeply felt... Nevertheless I
believe that one will feel more respect and awe for this work of his, rather than love. I
am frank enough to say that a powerful ravishing melody is preferable to the most
beautiful imitations tight-rope walk.” (Malcom MacDonald, Brahms pg. 187)

Much like many composers of the preceding century, Bruch believed that music
served, a practical end and thus eschewed complex counterpoint and other seemingly
more intellectual pursuits in favor of the primacy of melody and accessibility. He was
above all a practical musician and although he much admired Brahms and though him
the greater composer, he wryly noted that a wife and two kids obligated him to think
more of financial viability (Jeremy Haynes 2005).

Although written for Bruch’s son, a professional clarinetist of note, much as it
was common in the the eighteenth century, the Acht Stiicke, Op. 83 for clarinet, viola
and piano, was composed as much for the domestic market as for the professional one.
Thus Bruch provides us with an alternate violin and cello parts to substitute the clarinet
and viola respectively, giving us four options: clarinet, viola and piano, clarinet, cello
and piano, violin, viola and piano in addition to violin, cello and piano. Very much like
the Baroque practice of publishing sonatas and trio sonatas with options for other
instruments, Bruch’s obvious wish was to give amateur musicians as many options as
possible. Consistent with this vision, he never publish the harp parts for numbers 5,6
and presumably 3 as he foresaw the improbability of finding a harpist for domestic or
public occasions alike (Annette Oppermann, 2009. Preface to Henle Edition).
Moreover, with the exception of the third piece that he thought essential, Bruch
suggested that performers need not play all eight pieces but rather select the ones they

felt appropriate for a program.
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They are cast in simple forms with the exception of the last two which are written
in sonata form. In addition, of the eight pieces, only three are written in fast tempos and
only one in a major tonality. I have chosen the following, III, IV, VI and VII to have an
alternating sequence of slow and fast.

The first of the chosen pieces, the above mentioned third, contrasts an angry,
turbulent rhapsodic theme on the viola with a yearningly lyrical one on clarinet which in
the end of its second appearance, succeeds in reconciling the two opposing voices.

This is followed by the fourth, a sort of tempestuous scherzo reminiscent of Schumann
in its restless impulsiveness.

In the sixth, titled ‘Nachtgesang’ the clarinet and viola engage in a rather
melancholy serenade interrupted by two passionate declarations to each other. In the
end the two find peace in the calm of the parallel major.

If in the fourth we recall Schumann, in the seventh, we recall Mendelssohn.
Effervescent and light hearted, it is the the only one of the eight pieces written in a
major tonality.

Bruch’s concern for accessible music, while not affording him the stature of a
Beethoven or Brahms, has assured his place in the affections of audiences and
performers alike. Ultimately, through compositions like the Acht Stiick or better yet, his

Kol Nidre and his first violin concerto he earned his slice of immortality.

L. V. Beethoven | Quartet in A major, Op. 18, n° 5 (1799)

While most composers of the nineteenth century toiled under the shadow of
Beethoven, in the late eighteenth century, it was the presence and shadows of Mozart
and Haydn that any aspiring composer had to contend with. Particularly the realm of the
string quartet, the accomplishments of the two set an intimidating standard for all that
followed.

It is no surprise then, that in the years preceding the composition of his first
published string quartets, Beethoven copied Haydn’s Op. 20#1, and two of Mozart’s
‘Haydn Quartets’ K. 387 and K. 464 into his notebooks and that the A major quartet, K.
464 became the blueprint for Beethoven’s own quartet in the same key (Nicholas
Marston The Beethoven Compendium p. 233).

The Quartet in A major, Op. 18, n° 5, is the fifth of a set of six quartets dedicated

to Prince Franz Joseph Lobkowitz to whom Beethoven would later dedicate amongst
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other works, the Eroica Symphony, the Triple Concerto and the String Quartet Op. 74.
Written in the typical four movements of the time but with the minuet rather
uncharacteristically placed second, same as in Mozart’s example, it seems content
simply to show mastery of the genre rather than offering any explicit challenge to form
as he would do so radically in subsequent works.

The first movement begins with an exuberant gesture and its gentle playfulness is
only momentarily interrupted by a rather comically dark second subject. A rather
abbreviated development and condensed coda seems to suggest an purposeful
attenuation of the first movement’s dramatic import. A genial, almost naive sounding
minuet and trio follow, its good natured trio with its incessant third beat accents
suggesting a pleasant state of inebriation.

The third movement, the single set of variations in the early quartets starts
modestly, augmenting in rthythmic activity (at least in terms of diminishing note values)
though the first three variations. In the fourth, a sort of spooky expressive chorale,
Beethoven reveals the harmonic possibilities hidden in the humble theme. The climatic
fifth variation bursts forth with a joyous energy, the jauntily altered theme accompanied
by an oompah cello and manic first violin trills provoking visions of a circus marching
band with the cello representing the tuba, the first violin the piccolo, and the second
violin and the viola perhaps the flutes and clarinets. A half cadence interrupts the
raucous celebration leading us to a reflective extended coda.

The concluding forth movement begins with an energetic bust of teasing
conversational counterpoint only to be broken by the chorale-like second subject.
Otherwise it maintains the exuberant energy unabated until the end.

Joseph Kerman surmised that the first quartets were written for quartet players,
the middle quartets for the concert public and the late quartets for himself (Joseph
Kerman, The Beethoven Quartet Companion). If this is true, then the quartets of Op. 18
represent some of the last music Beethoven would write with the talented amateur in

mind. From then on, he would write only for professionals or himself.
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Glossary of
French Terms

agité: agitato

alto: viola

animé: lively

assez vif et bien rythmé: quite spiritedly
and rhythmically

augmentez: crescendo

aussi . . . que possible: as . .

avec passion: with passion

bien chanté: molto cantabile

calme: calm

cédez: slacken

décidé: firmly

doux, doucement: soft, softly

du talon: with the nut of the bow

en animant: becoming liveliex

en dehors: prominently

en diminuant: diminuendo

énergique: energetic

en s'affaiblissant: diminuendo

en §'éloignant: growing distant

en serrant: speeding up, stringendo

et: and

expressif: expressive

jusqu'a la fin: up to the end

léger, lég(éremen)t: lightly

marqué: marcato

méme: same

mettez: put (on)

. as possible

vii

modéré: moderate

modérément: moderately

mouv(emen)t: tempo

mouvementé: lively

Otez: remove

passioné: impassioned

pas frop: not too

peu: little

peu & peu: gradually

plus: more

pressez: speed up, stringendo

retenuy: ritenuto

sans ralentir: without slackening
(the pace}

serrez: speed up, stringendo

sourdine: mute

soutenu: sostenuto

suivez: colla parte

sur la touche: on the fingerboard, sulla
tastiera

toujours: always

tranquille: tranquil

trés: very

un peu: a little

vif: spirited

violon: violin

violoncelle: cello

vite: quickly
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‘Max Bruch, Op.83 N© 7.
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