
Course Reflection 

MUAP 363: String Quartets 

Spring 2017 

 

In this course I coached an unusual combination of instruments in a piece by Perry Goldstein: 

Quintet for Alto Saxophone and String Quartet.  It was quite exciting to work with this particular group of 

students on this piece because it was a big challenge for them.  Our goal at the beginning of the 

semester were to prepare enough contrasting music from the piece to be able to enter the Richard 

Stephan String Chamber Music Competition at Crane in April.  The most challenging aspects of this piece 

were finding a way for all the parts to fit together rhythmically.  For most of them, this was the first time 

they had played a chamber piece that was this rhythmically homogeneous.  It meant that not only did 

they individually need to have a very strong grasp of their own rhythmic groove but they had to learn to 

listen and fit it inside the other players' grooves.  It was great to have such a specific focus for this 

course because I was able to give them a lot of tools for rehearsing very rhythmic music.  I had them 

standing and feeling the group pulse together while "singing" their individual parts in sprechstimme (a 

sort of speak-singing, in this case, used to mark time).  They each had a score as per the requirements of 

the course and would have to learn every other person's part.  We also worked on making their 

rhythmic accuracy musically compelling by adding gestures and shapes to their rhythmic phrases.  When 

they would pick up their instruments again to rehearse after sprechstimme and clapping exercises, they 

would only play for rhythmically accurate but more musically together.  The group ended up entering 

the competition in the spring and won first prize!   

Other events in the course included participation in the Untold Legacies Residency.  The string 

quartet broke away from the quintet for a week and performed music by famed African-American 

composer, William Grant Still in the Faculty/Student Chamber Music Recital in early April. 

The course evaluations for this class were extremely positive but unfortunately did not offer any 

constructive criticism.  The new thing I tried this semester based on my reflection last fall was to place a 

strong emphasis on the importance of a regular rehearsal time outside of their coaching.  While I think 

this was a good thing to do, I didn't get the feeling it was necessary as this group was naturally more 

dedicated to their work in this course.  Another thing that worked well for this class was having our 

coachings in a large rehearsal room rather than my studio.  I think it made our time more productive and 

boosted morale to be playing in a more resonant space.  I will plan to continue this next semester.   

 


