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New Zealand String Quartet Plays Tan Dun 
and Gao Ping in Washington, DC





Tuesday, November 13, 2007

As part of an international tour, the New Zealand String Quartet performed on Sunday at the National Academy of Sciences, devoting half of the program to recent works based on the subtleties of China's musical language. In contrasting ways, both Tan Dun's "Eight Colors" and Gao Ping's "Bright Light and Cloud Shadows" resort to a vocabulary of subtly shaded instrumental timbres. 

Tan is a composer well-known in the United States, especially since 2000 with the premiere of his musical score for the Oscar- and Grammy-winning film "Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon." In "Eight Colors," Tan draws on sonorities derived from string techniques; these mimic vocal sounds characteristic in the Peking Opera and Buddhist chants: Bows and strings are enlisted to create scratching, squeaking, slapping and chirping effects that Western ears could easily expect at a country fiddlers' jamboree -- or have heard in music written by some of the West's 20th-century avant-garde composers. 

A native of China and now a New Zealand resident, Gao leans in a different direction. Premiered earlier this year by the quartet, his "Bright Light and Cloud Shadows" gives a more delicate sonic impression than Tan's composition; Gao creates string sonorities from an imagined palette of pastels, painting in gently evolving textures and with tender, long-breathed brush strokes. Besides the performances of these contemporary works, which the New Zealanders managed with conviction and sophistication, the concert also included Mendelssohn's String Quartet, Op. 44, No. 1, and Schumann's Op. 41, No. 2. In both these German romantic works, intonation, clarity of texture and unanimity fell a tad short of perfection. Yet the musicians nicely revealed the symphonic magnitude of the Mendelssohn, a work alternating between poignant and lusty emotions. Compared with the Mendelssohn, the quartet fared better in the Schumann with its hints of Beethoven's enigmatic late quartets in tone, rhythmic twists and brooding outlook. 

-- Cecelia Porter 
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