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and forth . . . just like friendship. You can see 
how these are not only skills for chamber group. 

“They are life skills.” 

Up for the Challenge
Ruth and Sarah Starr, 13-year-old twin sisters 
from Evanston, Illinois, have been playing viola 
and cello, respectively, for fi ve years. Each one 
studies with a private teacher and plays in the 
middle school orchestra. Both teens also 
participate in chamber groups. Besides being 
“cool,” Ruth says that chamber music pushes 
her a little harder, and she likes the challenge. 

“In school orchestra, there are the kids who 
never practice and kids with private teachers who 
practice all the time,” she says. “The conductor 
has to select song levels in the middle. It can get 
boring and frustrating for the more advanced 
students. We don’t feel like we’re growing as 
musicians, so playing in a chamber group is 
where I’m really challenged to try new things.” 

Sarah agrees, adding that her chamber 
group experience opened up a whole new 
world of music. “In our last performance, we 
played Handel’s Water Music,” she says. “I 
haven’t played much Baroque music, so it was 
a huge challenge for me. But taking on a new 
playing style was so much fun. If I only studied 
with my private teacher and in school 
orchestra, I wouldn’t have had this chance.”

While chamber music does present certain 
unique challenges, Sidney Curtiss, former 
assistant principal violist with the Philadelphia 
Orchestra and currently on the Kimmel Center 
chamber-music camp staff , insists that 
stepping up is well worth it. 

“I personally feel that the great composers 
have put their best eff ort into their chamber 
pieces,” Curtiss says. “Schubert is at his greatest 
in his chamber pieces. Beethoven! The 
Beethoven string quartets are masterpieces 
and for me, they far overshadow his orchestral 
music. But, chamber music is challenging—
maybe because it is so great. You have to fi nd 
a way to bring the music back to life, and you 
have to do this with your colleagues. 

“It’s a real team eff ort.”

The Fun Factor
There’s another enormous benefi t to playing 
with a chamber group, although it’s not 
something teens generally spot on their own. 
It’s something more quickly recognized by a 
music teacher. This would be discipline to 
practice longer and harder. 

Annie Zagorski puts it like this, “You want to 
be the best you can be for your friends, and you 

A NEW DIMENSIONDIMENSION

Cellists: get comfortable playing closer to the bridge. 
That means that for a while your tone is probably going 
to get scratchy and harsh again. There’s more friction 
near the bridge than there is toward the fi ngerboard, 
making the bow seem harder to control. Not only does 
it squawk, but it squawks loudly.
 Work on it, though, because it’ll get better, and when it does you’ll have a lot of important, good sounds 
at your disposal.

HIP TIP #5
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