
CLASSICAL MUSIC

CLOSE QUARTERS
The Calder Quartet brings L.A. style to the Met Museum.
by Russell Platt
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Illustration by Jon Han.

We’re more than a decade into the “post-classical” era:
classical musicians of all stripes are reconsidering the repertoire they play, and reimagining the way
they play it. And the string quartet—once the focus of connoisseurs, now a sturdy off-road vehicle for
sonic exploration—has been at the forefront. In New York, the movement has been personified by
Brooklyn Rider, the fun-loving foursome whose smoothly ingratiating style emerges from a
combination of new-music, early-music, and world-music influences, in addition to deep classical
training. But recently, Brooklyn has had some healthy competition from Los Angeles. In the past
several years, the Calder Quartet, four Californians in their early thirties, have matured from energetic
upstarts to a first-rate ensemble.
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The Hollywood and Angeles String Quartets flourished in Los Angeles, but the art of the quartet
has not enjoyed the continuous cultivation there that has been fostered on, say, the Upper West Side.
“We were on our own island,” says Andrew Bulbrook, the group’s second violinist and concert m.c.
“In L.A., there aren’t string quartets living on every block.”

The group came together in 1998 at U.S.C.’s Thornton School of Music, and its style derives from
the four musicians’ common California identity. Feeling distant from tradition, they devoured
recordings by the great Amadeus, Emerson, and Alban Berg Quartets, while pursuing close
collaborations with such distinguished composers as Christopher Rouse, whose vibrant, sinewy sounds
had a palpable influence on the Calders’ development.

The players also have a surprising link to the pop-music world, occasionally accompanying such
high-profile acts as Vampire Weekend (they performed “Cousins” together on the “Tonight Show”
with Conan O’Brien) and the National; while it’s obviously an effective marketing tool, it has also
helped the musicians to loosen up. “There’s so much theatre in rock performances—there’s not this
obsession with avoiding mistakes, like we have in the classical world,” Bulbrook says. “The crazier the
situation, the more we grow. Even though we’ve known each other since we were teen-agers, it’s only
recently that we’ve been discussing emotions in our rehearsals, seeing our roles as characters in a
play.” Their performances glow with Old World elegance, and with the constant sense of structure that
the great European groups maintained; the precise intonation that modernist composers demand is
delivered with sleek expressive intensity and euphonious tonal blend.

The six quartets of Béla Bartók are an ideal showcase for the Calders’ strengths, in a current series
of concerts at the Metropolitan Museum. The initial program, on October 12th, featured Bartók’s First
and Fifth Quartets, as well as a fascinating work by a brilliant contemporary Hungarian, Peter Eötvös;
the final two concerts continue the adventure. In the first, Bartók’s Third and Fourth Quartets precede a
live collaboration with David Longstreth, who will sing arrangements of songs written for his band,
Dirty Projectors, in addition to a new work for voice and quartet inspired by Bartók. The Second and
Sixth Quartets provide the context for the final show, in which Iva Bittová, the charismatic Czech
actress, singer, violinist, and composer, will join the group in arrangements of songs by Janá!ek and in
several of Bartók’s Violin Duos, as well as in music of her own. (Fifth Ave. at 82nd St. 212-570-3949.
Nov. 1 and Nov. 22 at 7.) !
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