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A Little Summer Night's Music

By JOHN V. BENNETT

ON a Saturday this month in Sherman, Conn., cars began converging just before 8 p.m. on a spot overlooking the placid, tree-lined waters of Lake Mauweehoo. As the tiny parking lot filled, some found spaces next to canoes and dinghies laid out alongside the lakefront. The passengers who emerged were dressed as if for a cookout or garden party, but they had come for another kind of summer entertainment: chamber music.

The Sherman Chamber Ensemble was playing in the Lake Mauweehoo Clubhouse, a stucco and timber building steps away from the water, and when the music began, 100 concertgoers sat inside on folding chairs, nearly a full house. The décor evoked an old mountain lodge: dark wood, a huge stone fireplace, antlers and a deer head mounted on the walls. The informality gave the concert the air of a small gathering in a neighbor's house to hear an impromptu performance - about as close as it gets to the Platonic ideal of a chamber music concert.

Sixty miles north at Tanglewood in Lenox, Mass., that same evening, a crowd of nearly 7,000 gathered to hear Joshua Bell play the Mendelssohn violin concerto with the Boston Symphony Orchestra. The second half of the program was the Fourth Symphony of Bruckner, whose orchestral pieces are among the longest and loudest ever written. 

The contrast illuminates the intimate take on the concert experience at summer chamber music festivals, geared toward the quiet subtlety of a string quartet rather than the large-scale spectacle of an opera or a symphony.

Roughly a dozen chamber music festivals operate each summer in the familiar leisure-time territory of the Berkshires and the nearby Hudson River Valley, Catskills and Northwest Connecticut. They range from occasional performances in borrowed halls, like those of the Sherman Chamber Ensemble, to generations-old festivals like Music Mountain in Falls Village, Conn. Some have unusual performing spaces, like the Gilded Age mansion in Great Barrington, Mass., that is the home of the Stockbridge Chamber Concerts. Others own halls built for their concerts.

The Sherman series, in its 23rd year, is one of the smaller festivals, and Eliot Bailen, its artistic director, said he hoped to keep it that way. "The music is meant for this kind of setting," he said. 

At the concert, the performers casually introduced their pieces. Before beginning a Bach sonata for cello and fortepiano, a precursor of the modern piano, the keyboardist, Kenneth Cooper, explained, "Not only did Bach know about fortepianos, he used them, liked them and even sold them - making a tidy profit on the side." 

The conversational tone is meant to put the audience at ease, Mr. Bailen said. "We hope to dispel any uptight notions about chamber music."

At the same time, the fare was hardly light: a flute concerto and a piano quartet by Mozart and a concertino for flute, piano and strings by Donizetti. In between, a soprano sang pieces by Haydn and Bellini. 

Mr. Bailen, a cellist, and his wife, Susan Rotholz, a flutist, founded the ensemble. Many of the performers, though not all, come from New York City "because that's where we work and live most of the year," Mr. Bailen said. He is principal cello and associate director of the New York Chamber Ensemble. Mr. Cooper is on the faculty at Columbia and the Manhattan School of Music. 

THE Maverick Concerts series is celebrating its 90th anniversary this summer at its quirky, down-to-earth home near Woodstock, N.Y. Its boxy, unadorned wooden hall could be mistaken for a misplaced barn. Inside, however, the old framed black-and-white photographs of musicians and their instruments lining the walls convey a sense of the building's conception as a "music chapel," as the festival's founder, Hervey White, described it. White, a poet and novelist who started the Maverick Concerts as part of an arts colony on his own farm, built the hall with the help of volunteer artists and musicians in 1916. Inside, the wood-plank walls are painted white, and tree trunks serve as columns holding up the roof. Ventilation is provided by ceiling fans and open doors and windows, and a faint smell of mosquito repellent pervades the complex. The rustic aesthetic extends to the rest rooms, which have no running water.

At a recent concert on a cool and breezy afternoon, the hall was packed to full capacity of about 225 and more listeners sat on benches outside to hear the Rossetti String Quartet and the pianist Ursula Oppens. On the program were Haydn and Debussy string quartets and the Elgar piano quintet, which Maverick's music director, Alexander Platt, called a "shamefully neglected" work. "What's particularly gratifying is when one of our great quartets learns a work at my request," Mr. Platt said, as the Rossetti had this time. "The results were electrifying," he added. The Maverick audience agreed, responding with strenuous applause and stomping.

The enthusiasm is characteristic of Maverick's "symbiotic relationship" of performers and audience, said Thomas Diener, the Rossetti violist. "It's the crème de la crème of classical music audiences."

Marc Black, a musician from Katonah, N.Y., and a frequent Maverick concertgoer, was equally effusive. "If there's a better place in the world to hear music, I don't know it," he said. "There's no overlay on the music, no pomposity, no ego trip of a big hall and big corporate money."

Another long-established chamber series, the Music Mountain Summer Music Festival, consciously evokes its early-20th century roots. Its white clapboard, green shuttered auditorium building and expansive lawn shaded by locust trees in the northwest corner of Connecticut are reminiscent of a New England village green. The concert programs are printed according to the festival's original 1930's design. One recent Sunday afternoon, a brass band wearing white boater hats, bow ties and red vests gave a preconcert outdoor performance of Sousa marches.

The concert hall, air-conditioned this year in a rare concession to modernity, has cushioned benches and walls paneled with knotty pine. "Everything you're looking at in the building came from Sears, Roebuck," said Nicholas Gordon, son of the founder and chairman of the festival board. Even the hall was ordered from Sears, arriving by train in prefabricated components. 

The hall seats about 400 and was about four-fifths full for a performance of the Avalon String Quartet and the clarinetist Alexander Fiterstein. They played a duo for violin and viola by Mozart and quintets for clarinet and strings by Mozart and Brahms.

"We're not music people," said Sandra Anglund, who was visiting Music Mountain for the first time with her husband, Timothy. But having read about the Avalon Quartet as an up-and-coming ensemble, they decided to venture up from Glastonbury, Conn., for the day and were impressed by the atmosphere. "It's a touch of the past," she said.

"This is an audience that wants to be here," Mr. Gordon said. "There's no social cachet; it's not going to get you on Page Six. You're here because you want to hear the music."

Up Close And Musical
THE Sherman Chamber Ensemble plays this summer in Kent and Sherman in Connecticut, with an irregular schedule running to Sept. 4 (860-355-5930, www.shermanchamberensmble.com). The Aug. 12 and 13 programs will include works by Schumann and the American composer David Diamond.

Performances of the Maverick Concerts (845-679-8217, www.maverickconcerts.org) in Woodstock, N.Y., are at various hours on Saturdays and Sundays through Sept. 4. The Tokyo String Quartet and Peter Schickele will appear in coming weeks. 

The Music Mountain Summer Music Festival (860-824-7126, www.musicmountain.org) focuses primarily on string quartets in concerts on Sunday afternoons and occasionally on Saturday evenings until Sept. 4. The St. Petersburg String Quartet will play an all-Brahms program on Aug. 6. 

Here are some of the other chamber music festivals this season in towns north of New York City: 

NORFOLK CHAMBER MUSIC FESTIVAL Norfolk, Conn. (860-542-3000, www.yale.edu/norfolk), affiliated with Yale University; Friday and Saturday nights to Aug. 20. 

SOUTH MOUNTAIN CONCERTS Pittsfield, Mass. (413-442-2106, www.southmountainconcerts.org) Saturday afternoon on Aug. 27 and Sunday afternoons in September and on Oct. 2.

STOCKBRIDGE CHAMBER CONCERTS Great Barrington, Mass. (888-528-7728, www.stockbridgechamberconcerts.org), weekday evening concerts to Aug. 17. 

TANNERY POND CONCERTS New Lebanon, N.Y. (888-820-9441, www.tannerypondconcerts.org), Saturday evenings through Sept. 24.
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