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The Big Takeover

By Steve Holtje

"Brooklyn Rider is a string quartet that specializes in modern music. The centerpiece of this album, however, is Beethoven’s String Quartet #14, Op. 131. The other two works here are the players’ “half-sketched, half-improvised” collaborative composition “Seven Steps,” and Slow Six frontman Christopher Tignor’s Together into This Unknowable Night (2008), including sampling, percussion, and AM radio. “Seven Steps” acts as a mood-setting overture full of striking techniques. Tignor’s momentously brooding piece is a stunner, managing to almost stand up to the mighty Beethoven opus in emotional weight. Then the coup-de-grace: Brooklyn Rider plays the Beethoven’s opening with such a sense of otherworldly mystery that it, too, sounds modern (part of it’s the first violinist’s haunting tone, deliberately less plush than most who take on this masterpiece). The entire rendition is tautly exciting, a thrilling alternative to the standard interpretation."

Time Out Chicago

By Doyle Armburst

"Brooklyn Rider’s audacious interpretation of Beethoven’s String Quartet in C-sharp minor, Op. 131, will draw disappointed frowns from classical purists. Which is one great reason to purchase the quartet’s third album, Seven Steps.

From the opening fugal line of the first movement, the Adagio, it is clear this is Beethoven through a different lens, reminiscent perhaps of fin de siècle quartets like Capet and Rosé. Here, though, the portamento (an audible slide between tones) is even, non-Romantic. It is a landscape of tonal color that at times swells into an accordion-like timbre, reedy and vibrant. Individual voices are eschewed for precisely balanced, choral exhalations.

Brooklyn Rider leads listeners to discover the restatements of the opening phrase in ways that they may not have anticipated, and hear the much-revered work afresh.

The A-side contrasts the Beethoven with two modern works. Emerging as a shadowy groove tune, the foursome’s own “Seven Steps” quickly finds its way through compelling uses of scratch tone and a Helmut Lachenmann–ian snoring sound as it transitions between pop and new-music idioms. Christopher Tignor’s “Together Into This Unknowable Night” unfolds its harmonic palette expansively, its live electronic component twittering as the strings move through melodramatic melodic passages. Sequenced together, it’s a wonderful record to challenge seasoned listeners and embrace hesitant newcomers."

All Music Guide

By James Manheim

http://www.allmusic.com/album/seven-steps-w278529/review
"This may not look like it from the graphics, but it's a recording of Beethoven's String Quartet No. 14 in C sharp minor, Op. 131, paired with a group of contemporary works, one of them collectively composed by the members of Brooklyn Rider themselves. The general idea of pairing repertory works with modern compositions with which they share some structural or philosophical analogue is a good one. And the Beethoven performance itself is very strong, notable in view of the fact that the mainstream-work performances have often been the weak point in the recordings of Brooklyn Rider's chief model, the Kronos Quartet. It takes the slow movements largely without vibrato, early music-style, and heighten the dynamic contrasts throughout, hoping to give the work a kaleidoscopic quality that links it to the two contemporary pieces. The title track is a sort of multi-stylistic suite, in seven sections, ranging from Baroque to klezmer, while Christopher Tignor's Together into This Unknowable Night (the title refers to a Pink Floyd lyric) features samples, percussion, and an AM radio, and examines the possible relationships between the strings and the electronic elements. All this is convincing as far as it goes. But the overall concept works less well, perhaps because the massive Op. 131 quartet was not the best pick for the project. "The idea of creating 'Seven Steps' was partially born out of the need to define a place where the labyrinth of Beethoven's colossal Op. 131 could work itself out guided by a spirit of free play rather than the heavy weight of the auteur's pen," the group members wrote. So be it, but an emphasis on sevens and on short sections in diverse styles don't quite suffice to knit this material together, something that even listeners who've come to the album from the pop side have noted. Still, the album is undeniably stimulating, and Beethovenians may be interested in the fresh performance of the String Quartet No. 14 itself."
Cleveland Classical

By Mike Telin

http://www.clevelandclassical.com/031312brsevenstepscdrev
"I first heard Brooklyn Rider, the Brooklyn, NY-based string quartet, at a conference about four years ago performing with the Persian kamancheh virtuoso Kayhan Kalhor. Although I was totally captivated by that performance, I do remember wondering what the future would be for violinists Johnny Gandelsman and Colin Jacobsen, violist Nicholas Cords and cellist Eric Jacobsen?

 

The group's 2010 release, Dominant Curve (In A Circle Records), was a pleasant clue: the album's center piece, the Debussy Sting Quartet, was surrounded by newly composed and inventive compositions that caused you to hear the Debussy with fresh ears. Brooklyn Rider was paving a magnificent pathway between the old and the new. Even better news: hearing Brooklyn Rider perform the project live was as equally stunning as hearing the album.

 

The excellent 2011 release, Brooklyn Rider Plays Phillip Glass (Orange Mountain Music) is now followed by their most thought-provoking and adventuresome release to date, Seven Steps (In A Circle Records). As with Dominant Curve, Seven Steps is centered around a work from the classical canon — the Beethoven String Quartet #14 in C# minor, op. 131 — and is preceded by two new compositions, the title track, Seven Steps, a half-sketched, half-improvised piece by Brooklyn Rider, and Christopher Tignor’s, Together Into This Unknowable Night (2008). Recording at The Church of the Immaculate Conception in Montclair, NJ has given Brooklyn Rider the opportunity to experiment with a combination of both natural and enhanced reverberation. This, together with a Brooklyn Rider trait, the almost complete absence of vibrato, gives Seven Steps a mystical sound quality that is both celestial and haunting — and at times demonic.

 

The title track, an eleven-and-a-half minute work comprised of seven sections, grabs your attention from the start. A series of rhythmic ricochets, followed by a pizzicato bass line, soon gives way to a dance melody in the upper strings followed by dark, brooding spurts of sound; a minimalist, al a Phillip Glass statement, a series of slow staggered chords; chord clusters; arpeggios over a driving bass line; and a single note bridge into a slow rising of melodic chords.

 

Together Into This Unknowable Night, a fifteen-plus minute work that utilizes the composer's background in electronics through the use of live sampling software instruments, percussion and AM radio, opens with a series of long chords from the strings over rolling percussive sounds. The pieces inventively works its way though a series of quasi variations. This is a captivating piece of “mood” music that makes a sonically fascinating, almost imperceptible segue into the Beethoven quartet. Maybe too imperceptible? Wait — yes, that is Beethoven. How interesting. I want to listen to that again!

 

Brooklyn Rider continues this approach during the opening Adagio, producing straight tones that have a slight electronic quality. But they have the ability to sustain those long lines that gradually build with intensity and expression. The second movement, Allegro molto vivace, has a folksy sophistication about it and the third, Allegro moderato, beautifully transitions to a stunning performance of the lengthy, and multi-sectioned fourth movement, in which Brooklyn Rider chooses to warm up their sound ever so slightly. The fifth movement, Presto, is performed with panache, and the brief sixth movement, Adagio quasi un poco Andante, calmly introduces the final bombastic Allegro. Wow! What a piece Mr. Beethoven has provided and what a performance Brooklyn Rider has produced.

 

Brooklyn Rider is a marvelous group, and while they may take, in some cases, less than traditional approaches to music, it always works because they are gifted and intelligent players. Seven Steps is an album that should be on everybody’s CD shelf.
Musical Toronto

By John Terauds

"Hip people love classical music as much as anyone else, they just don’t want to perform it or listen to it in the same old, same old way.

Among the hippest of the hip classical musicians these days are New York City’s Brooklyn Rider, who have released their fifth album, built around Ludwig van Beethoven’s epic, five-movement String Quartet No. 14.

Violinists Johnny Gandelsman and Colin Jacobsen, violist Nicholas Cords and cellist Eric Jacobsen have wrapped one of the iconic works of the chamber-music repertoire around two new explorations of what four string players can do: Seven Steps, Brooklyn Rider’s first improvisation, works itself out over 11-plus minutes from a framework of sketches; and Together Into This Unknowable Night, by Christopher Tignor, is a more conventional, fully written-out new composition that adds sampled loops, a bit of percussion and the least hip of all media: AM radio.

Along the way, the Brooklyners have, somehow, managed to make the new pieces sound much more conventional and conservative, and have given the Beethoven quartet an almost mystical presence.

Seven Steps, confidently paced and nicely developed by all four players, doesn’t give the slightest hint at being made up on the fly — which is a testament to these players’ skills and years of performing together.

It’s the Beethoven that really stands out. In looking for a simple way to describe what’s going on, I would say that the Brooklyners somehow manage to stop time as they make their way through music that is very tightly structured yet prone to constant shifts of tempo and tonality.

The opening “Adagio” movement starts almost as if Gandelsman is only reluctantly agreeing to place his bow on his violin strings. The effect is uncanny, slightly off-putting at first, yet, as the four players get into the music, it all starts to make sense.

The quartet gives the Beethoven — and the other two pieces — their all. The interpretation of the old piece may not be conventional, but it pulses with deep thought and commitment, making a convincing case along the way.

The group financed the self-produced album by soliciting donations through the online kickstarter.com community — one of the few times this means of raising money has been used for classical music, so far.

In an ultimate nod to current fashion, the quartet issued the album together with a limited number of copies on vinyl LP."
San Francisco Classical Voice

By Michelle Dulak Thompson

http://www.sfcv.org/reviews/brooklyn-rider-riding-free
"It’s always fun to encounter a new ensemble that’s both musically gifted and intellectually interesting. I had never heard of the string quartet called Brooklyn Rider before being asked to review this CD. They might have an odd name, a decidedly strange marketing strategy, and an unnerving habit of doing things collectively — like writing program notes and string quartets — but play they can.

There comes a point at which defying convention is conventional. Brooklyn Rider has (conventionally) defied every convention available to it. This move gets old, the more it insists that it’s new. From Brooklyn Rider’s website: “NPR credits Brooklyn Rider with ‘recreating the 300-year-old form of [the] string quartet as a vital and creative 21st-century ensemble.’” There are a lot of string quartets doing just fine playing old music (not quite 300 years old, but we need to cut NPR some slack) with creativity and vitality, even in the 21st century. Some of us might even question whether the string quartet needs “recreating,” given the astonishing quantity, and quality, of both the music and the (un-re-created) ensembles on hand.

Never mind. Brooklyn Rider is a fine and very interesting quartet, and they may spin themselves however they like.

To begin at the end of the disc: No one who plays string quartets blithely records Beethoven’s Op. 131. That Brooklyn Rider put it here says: We are serious people, who can play serious music; take what you like of our other work, but pay attention.

You should. It’s a very good Op. 131. Some things are certainly going to strike listeners as odd: the glissandos in the opening fugue theme, for one (they come back, with a vengeance, in the last movement, where they go down as well as up). And there’s less vibrato than most quartets would use, possibly because some, at least, of the members have done a fair amount of historical performance.  

n the inner movements, there’s less out of the ordinary, except that any listener would remark on the quartet’s wonderful pizzicato technique in the fifth movement. By the time you’ve gotten that far into the disc, of course, you already know all about the quartet’s pizzicato technique.

The opening track, Seven Steps, was co-composed by the ensemble. Any piece sounding less like something designed by a committee I can’t imagine. It does range around a bit — there is sharply rhythmic mixed-meter stuff at first and in a couple other places, and a section of slow glissandos and microtones — but there is no transition that doesn’t make sense. The ending is exquisite, an E-major idyll in which the little twitters and squeaks that appeared earlier sound, in their new context, like so many songbirds.

Christopher Tignor’s Together Into This Unknowable Night involves electronics and “live AM radio,” but you wouldn’t necessarily know that if you were listening to it, because both the electronics and the radio are so unobtrusive. The electronics are, apart from the opening (when they do the work of a percussion section), a kind of substrate — the sounds you hear when no one is talking, and you’re listening hard, but that you don’t hear otherwise. I suppose the radio is there for the same reason.

The piece built above this is quite beautiful. Certainly it gives violist Nicholas Cords all manner of eagerly seized opportunities.

This is a quartet I would like to hear again. And I say that as someone who is ordinarily peeved at people who make a point of how “outside the mainstream” and “eclectic” and so forth they are. Occasionally, it’s true. "
Dusted Magazine
By Dan Ruccia

"Anyone tackling Beethoven’s monumental 14th string quartet, opus 131 in C-sharp minor, has their work cut out for them. The piece, from 1826, is a revolutionary monster on just about every level, even compared with his other so-called “late period” pieces. Beethoven explodes the structure of the string quartet, creating a through-composed, quasi-operatic behemoth in seven movements, centered on a massive, seven-part variation set more expansive than some entire quartets. Harmonically, its home key of C-sharp minor is merely a launching pad to explore just about every harmonic corner available to composers in the early 19th century, touching on far-flung keys, reveling in the occasional bare dissonance and generally twisting your brain every way possible. (The opening theme of the piece is a based on a tritone (not unlike a European ambulance siren). The variation set lets some wonderfully gnarly dissonant notes just grind against each other in the most sumptuous way.) And it’s as rhythmically inventive and unsettled as Beethoven gets, displacing emphases to obscure the underlying meter in some place while making straight moto perpetuo sections feel vibrant and almost, well, swung in others. Beethoven’s penchant for humor and thematic minimalism is on full display, particularly in the fifth movement, a scherzo and trio (a fairly standard three-part classical form that typically begins and ends with a fast, dance-like section, surrounding a slower, more lyrical section) with an almost trite melody that just keeps repeating and repeating and repeating, getting more hysterical with each iteration. And the finale is a blast of pure darkness that doesn’t allow you to escape. The little C-sharp major tag tacked on at the very end seems almost silly, an homage, I suppose, to the Picardy third at the end of most minor-key Baroque pieces. I would go so far as to say it is one of his most modern works.

I would love to spend the rest of this review delving into every amazing detail of the piece, but I wouldn’t be remotely able to do it justice. Books have been written about this quartet by far better writers than I. Really, you should really just listen to it to experience it properly. And Brooklyn Rider’s reading of the quartet is a great way to experience it. Consisting of Johnny Gandelsman and Colin Jacobsen on violin, Nicholas Cords on viola (full disclosure: I took viola lessons from Cords for a few years when I was in college), and Eric Jacobsen on cello, the group offers a somewhat unusual version, bringing out the modernity of the work.

When you take on a piece as heavily recorded as this one, you have to deal with every previous version as much as the score itself. The typical recording of it bathes every note in heavy vibrato, luscious romantic gestures, and all the sonic trappings of “proper” classical performance. Not that there’s anything wrong with lots of vibrato, but that approach freezes the music in a very specific set of sociological, political, and aesthetic assumptions that weigh the music down. Brooklyn Rider don’t entirely escape the weight of the classical tradition, but they seem more than willing to question its assumptions, leading them to deploy a vast catalog of tones and colors throughout the work. There are so many moments here that make so much more sense without vibrato, places that become more devastatingly emotive with a more flexible touch.

Take, for instance, the opening movement, which starts almost without vibrato, with a subtle slide between the first two notes of the theme, gradually incorporating more vibrato as the movement progresses. As a result, the movement freely shifts through different musical eras in a way that the score can only hint at: from the medieval through the baroque, skipping ahead to the late 19th century, back to Beethoven’s time, and so forth. A similar process happens almost everywhere in the work, which only heightens the dramatic/operatic scope of the piece (see, for instance, their rendering of the two little recitative-like movements). And they do other things with tone and timbre beyond vibrato — particularly the completely alien sul ponticello passage at the end of the fifth movement — but their approach to vibrato really sums up what sets this recording apart. It’s a horrible reviewer’s trope to say that a particular group makes Beethoven sound modern, but Brooklyn Rider actually earn that trope. In their reading, the piece is still irreducibly Beethoven’s, but they project Beethoven forward, rather than grafting themselves backwards onto Beethoven. The distinction is subtle but critical.

Setting the stage for the Beethoven are two somewhat lighter works: Seven Steps by the quartet themselves, and Together Into the Unknowable Night by Christopher Tignor. The former represents the group’s first foray into collective composition (most of the quartet also moonlight as composers), in part as a release from the weight of Beethoven. Hopping around different global styles, it shows off the group’s Kronos Quartet-esque fascination with non-Western musics, born in part from their involvement in Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Ensemble. It has tango, a touch of Irish fiddling, Elliott Carter- or Psycho-like harmonies, post-minimalist flourishes, and ends with a relaxing, modal vamp. You can literally hear the group mentally stretching out the Beethoven-induced cramps. Together in the Unknowable Night is a fairly simple ambient, minimalist wash that sounds like it should be a film soundtrack. Neither of these works has Beethoven’s heft, but they work nicely to counterbalance his intensity."
