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The return of the Chiara String Quartet

Paulette Tobin
May 30, 2008
Members of the Chiara String Quartet, who will return to Grand Forks to teach at the weeklong Red River Chamber Music Festival, have several reasons for loving to perform the music of American composer and rock band musician Jefferson Friedman.

They’ve known Friedman since they all were graduate students at Juilliard together, and he wrote String Quartet No. 2 and No. 3 for them. And, in the past, quartet member Rebecca Fischer said, people in Grand Forks really have liked hearing them play Friedman’s work.

“Jefferson’s music is really, really amazing,” Fischer said last week in a telephone interview from her Lincoln, Neb., home. “It’s kind of liked by everyone we’ve encountered. Probably, the best word I can use is that it’s incredibly intense. It’s influenced by alternative rock and roll. Then, it will break into something that’s really beautiful and sounds like the most beautiful music you’ve ever heard.”

Fischer, a violinist, and other members of the quartet — Julie Yoon, violin; Gregory Beaver, cello; and Jonah Sirota, viola — will be in Grand Forks on Sunday through June 7 for the Red River Chamber Music Festival, a learning and performance event at UND for high school and college strings players.

The fourth annual music festival is sponsored by the Greater Grand Forks Symphony Orchestra and North Dakota Eye Clinic with support from the UND Department of Music. It will feature five public performances, including a concert by the Chiara String Quartet featuring works by Friedman and Mozart at 7:30 p.m. Tuesday in the North Dakota Museum of Art. Admission will be $15 and $5.

Tuesday’s program will include String Quartet No. 2 and String Quartet No. 3 by Friedman and Mozart’s String Quartet in E-flat Major, K. 428. The Chiara String Quartet just has recorded both Friedman pieces and plans to release them on CD, Fischer said.

Traveling performers
The Chiara Quartet first came to Grand Forks in September 2000 for a two-year artist-in-residence program sponsored by Chamber Music America. The Red River Chamber Music Festival was founded as an extension of their work in 2005. In Nebraska, the Chiara teaches and runs the university’s chamber music program. The school understands that most of the quartet’s work is performing, Fischer said.

“So, for example, they really advocate us going out and having our touring career,” she said. “We’re on the road about a third of the year. When we go out and play in a concert in New York, say, that’s kind of highlighting our role at Nebraska.”

This fall, they’ll begin a visiting artist in residency at Harvard University, traveling there four times a year and staying for a week at a time.

The day of Fischer’s interview, she said she’d been working in her garden even though it was raining. She is married and has a 3½-year-old child. Like most of the rest of the world, she and the other members of the quartet struggle to balance their professional lives and their love of music with family time.

“That’s a real struggle for chamber music ensembles,” she said. “There’s so much to having a career and so much traveling. But you have to be able to say, families are the most important thing to us, even though we love our music so much.”

Besides the Red River festival, the Chiara String Quartet will be at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Chamber Music Institute and will spend five weeks in western Massachusetts at a chamber music camp for high school students. They’ll play a number of concerts on the East Coast as well, she said.

Of the Chiara Quartet’s most recent appearance in New York, The New York Times called its performance “luminous.” The Times continued: “The best performances were searing accounts of the Bartók and Golijov pieces, for which the players produced a tone that ranged from glowing warmth to hard-edged acerbity, which each of these searing works demands.”

Back in Grand Forks
The quartet likes coming back to Grand Forks, Fischer said, especially for the festival. They will teach and perform and work with members of the community, such as musician and teacher Naomi Welsh and Jennifer Tarlin, executive director of the symphony orchestra, who work every day with local musicians, students and groups.

“We’ve had such a good time in the past few years,” Fischer said. “We are always looking for reasons to come back to Grand Forks. So we thought it would be a really great thing to come back and work with students from the area that we’ve watched grow up.”

N.D. students
Several of the young people they met in Grand Forks are now their students at Nebraska, she said, including David Boese, Grand Forks, and Derek Mosloff, Thief River Falls, and Rebecca Ryan, who will be a student at Nebraska in the fall.

“My theory is that North Dakotans have a really great work ethic, which is something we experienced when we lived there,” Fischer said. “When students want to accomplish something, they really make it happen.”

The Chiara trained at The Juilliard School, mentoring for two years with the Juilliard Quartet as recipients of the Lisa Arnhold Quartet Residency, at the Yellow Barn Music School and Festival, and at the Aspen Music Festival, working with some of the most inspiring people in the chamber music world. Chiara (pronounced key-ARE-uh) is an Italian word, meaning “clear, pure or light.”
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