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Chiara String Quartet From left, Rebecca Fischer, Julie Yoon, Gregory Beaver and Jonah Sirota at Le Poisson Rouge on Wednesday night. 
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Just before the Chiara String Quartet played Webern’s Five Movements for String Quartet on Wednesday evening at Le Poisson Rouge, the group’s first violinist, Rebecca Fischer, pointed out that the work was 101 years old. There was a sense of wonder in her tone — an unspoken subtext that seemed to ask, “Can you believe that people still hear this antique as harsh modernism?” Ms. Fischer added that for her, the movements are five “tiny landscapes.”

When the musicians put bows to strings, they delivered a nuanced performance that suggested that Webern’s 1909 score accommodates, and perhaps demands, conflicting points of view. They embraced the late Romanticism from which the music is mined, playing parts of the first movement with a lush, pulsing vibrato that made its turn-of-the-century Viennese origins unmistakable, and bathing the finale in an emotional, warm glow. 
But they did not shy away from Webern’s restlessness with tonal harmony. Every angular theme, scampering pizzicato line and densely ambiguous chord received its due, and the quartet did nothing to prettify Webern’s most aggressive writing. 

It may seem odd that the Webern should have been the standout in a program that also included Steve Reich’s “Different Trains” (1988), a work that has become a post-Minimalist classic, and Jefferson Friedman’s invitingly rich-textured String Quartet No. 2 (1999), which was written for this group. And it was not that the newer works were played with any less passion or polish. Perhaps it was because the Webern has receded into the musical past that the Chiara’s deeply personalized performance sounded so vital. 

Mr. Friedman’s quartets — three so far — suggest that Romanticism could easily have continued without serialist (or even Minimalist) detours, and that it need not sound dated or derivative. That said, you sense the ghosts of Mr. Friedman’s predecessors at times: The second of this quartet’s three movements has a quiet intensity and a bittersweet harmonic flow that calls Vaughan Williams to mind. But mostly, Mr. Friedman’s writing is as vigorous and inventive as it is melodic, and you had to admire the gamesmanship of his finale, with contrasting and increasingly assertive bowed and pizzicato lines circulating among the four players. 

The ensemble was least successful in Mr. Reich’s work. The score asks listeners to meditate on the contrast between the comfortable passenger trains the young Mr. Reich rode in the United States during the 1940s and the cattle cars in which European Jews were taken to concentration camps. Interviews with Pullman car porters and Holocaust survivors, though chopped into the rhythmic figures that shape the music, provide the necessary imagery, but on Wednesday, they could not be heard clearly. The Chiara players evoked the changeable rhythms and timbres of train travel perfectly. For this work, that is not enough. 

