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I. What is Chamber Music?

Definition one: music for more than one but less than ten players with no more
than one instrument per part. Even in that coldly objective description one can
see that there is scope for some interesting developments, but it bears as much
relation to the reality as a recipe does to the experience of a dish. Try definition
two: ‘the music of friends’. Whoever coined that lovely and much quoted
phrase put his finger on the very nub of the matter. The essence of chamber
music is musical conversation: cheerful, solemn, tipsy, sober, witty, grim,
quarrelsome (seldom), purposeful, dreamy, ecstatic and mournful, depressing
and fun. It is a spontaneous celebration of community, of the sense of
community, in every kind of weather, in every kind of home. Chamber music is
by nature intimate — but in varying degrees, and not exclusively. It can be —
often is — playful, skittish, boisterously humorous; it can be robust, both dancily
and menacingly; it can summon up visions of sunlight scattered on the surface
of the sea (Debussy), of mythical figures skimming silvered stones across a pond
(Mendelssohn); it can be the very model of courtly grace on the ballroom floor
(Mozart); it can shiver the timbers, not with the massive force of a symphony
orchestra but through sheer quality of sound (Schubert). In its expression and
reflection of human experience there is almost nothing it cannot do. Its
economy of numbers precludes its depiction of marching armies, blaring
trumpets or tempests at sea, but within its limitations of sound - its limitations
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of sheer volume, rather — there is no magic it cannot bestow, no shade of
feeling it cannot illuminate, no blend of colours it cannot conjure up. Chamber
music is not a category: it is a unique world. For many musicians and music
lovers it is the highest form of music. For many more (highness can be a little
intimidating) it is also the most sheerly enjoyable.

Among the most important definitive aspects of chamber music is that it is
music written primarily for the players. Though all of it can be — and frequently
is — played in public, little of it, before the nineteenth century, was conceived
with audiences in mind. It could be said, then, in varying degrees, to be
quintessentially musicians’ music — the vital point being that apart from the
composers themselves, most of those musicians have always been amateurs (or
were, until the dawning of the gramophone and the player piano which both
had a devastating effect on amateur music-making). Since each instrumental
part is unique within the framework of a given work, the players in many ways
resemble actors in a drama, and much of the drama lies precisely in their
developing relationships. With the (partial) exception of certain stock
accompanimental figures that crop up now and again, there is nothing routine
in chamber music. As far as the overall picture is concerned, we are always in
the presence of a group of individuals, who respond to each other and
stimulate and occasionally provoke each other, as individuals. Though chamber
music is rarely operatic in style, one can derive great benefit, pleasure and
insight from hearing it sometimes in terms of an operatic ensemble, each
instrument being not just a different timbre but a different character.

Chamber music is a highly organised society, and an essentially Utopian one.

13



DISCOVER CHAMBER MUSIC

Society is a protective framework. In its highest state — more often
contemplated than achieved - it results from the cooperation of individuals for
the good of community as a whole. Everyone sacrifices something - total liberty
- for the greater good. More importantly, everyone contributes something,
which is not at all the same thing. Chamber music is about contribution, not
sacrifice.

When friends gather to play music, all this is taken for granted. Part of the
exhilaration is the coming to an accommodation, the arrival at compromise —
but productive, creative compromise. The joy of chamber music, apart from the
treasure house of the repertoire itself, is in the sharing.



This is the introductory chapter of Discover Chamber Music.
The full booklet, illustrated with photographs and accompanied by two CDs,
is available to buy from www.naxos.com.



