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performance by a string quartet is among the most traditional of musical forms, as-
sociated in the popular imagination with aristocratic drawing rooms in Europe. But 
in the UI School of Music, this venerable institution is being reshaped in vibrant 
new ways.

 “To use a business analogy, I think of string quartets as the start-ups of the 
music world,” says Elizabeth Oakes, coordinator of the UI String Quartet Residency 
Program (UISQRP). “With their streamlined size and no piano, they can go any-
where and try just about anything. They have lower overhead costs and can adapt 
quickly in a difficult economy. And for our students, they provide valuable models 
for how to develop professional careers during a time when the world of classical 
music is changing rapidly.” 

 The UI has had a string quartet presence for 75 years, most recently the 13-year 
tenure of the highly respected Maia Quartet. When the quartet disbanded in 2011, 
the School of Music went through a lengthy process to decide what would come next. 

 David Gier, director of the School of Music, talked to a wide variety of people 
both in and out of the university to explore options and gather ideas. “String music 
is arguably the most significant single repertoire in the western classical tradition,” 
says Gier. “As we considered various options, we knew that the vitality of the School 
of Music depended upon having a healthy string program. But we also knew that the 
world of music is changing and we wanted to develop a program that would help our 
students meet these challenges.”

 The String Quartet Residency Program, which was launched in 2012, departs from 
the traditional model in several ways. Rather than have a single ensemble-in-residence 
(as is typical at most universities and conservatories with serious chamber music pro-
grams), the UI instead hosts four or five nationally recognized quartets a year. Each 
week-long residency is tailored to the particular strengths and interests of the ensemble. 

 “Our goal is to deeply tap the educational possibilities of these residencies in 
creative and wide-ranging ways,” says Oakes, a violist and founding member of the 
Maia Quartet who holds a position that is half-time faculty and half-time adminis-
tration. “The current climate in the arts is forcing people to be very innovative, and 
we want our students to see what that’s like from the inside. It’s a little like match-
making, trying to make connections between the visiting artists and people and 
programs throughout the university and community.”

 When the Daedalus String Quartet visited in November of 2013, for example, they 
presented a variety of programs on the theme of “Music from Exile,” which featured 
the works of composers affected by the policies of the Third Reich in Germany. One of 
their events was held at Iowa City’s Agudas Achim Synagogue and included a presen-
tation by history professor Lisa Heineman on the Theresienstadt concentration camp. 
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in residency 

since the launch of the 
Ui string residency 
Quartet in 2012, the Ui 
has hosted the following 
ensembles: 

• cavani string Quartet

• chiara string Quartet 

• Daedalus Quartet

• Fry street Quartet

• Jack Quartet

• Jupiter Quartet

• Linden string Quartet
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Fry street Quartet Violist 
bradley ottesen works 

with an ensemble during 
the quartet’s Ui residency 

last april. Photo by Lisa 
bergmann-smithey.
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When the Fry Street Quartet visited in April of 2014, they pre-
sented The Crossroads Project, a collaboration with the UI Office 
of Sustainability and the College of Public Health. The interdisci-
plinary performance blended a new string quartet piece by noted 
composer Laura Kaminsky, a variety of visual arts, and scientific 
information from physicist and educator Dr. Robert Davies on the 
challenges posed by Earth’s rapidly changing climate.

 During these residencies, both undergraduate and graduate 
students have many chances to interact with the visiting artists. 
In addition to master classes, classroom visits and individual les-
sons, there are more casual events such as Slice of Advice, a pizza 
dinner held after the Symphony Orchestra rehearsal that gives 
students the chance to talk informally with quartet members. 
Graduate students have additional chances to learn from the quar-
tets, including rehearsing and performing with them and conduct-
ing one-on-one interviews relating to research projects. 

 Each residency also presents unique opportunities that are 
structured according to the strengths and interests of the musi-
cians. The JACK Quartet, for example, is an ensemble dedicated 
to the performance of new music. Before their residency in Octo-
ber of 2013, students in the composition program began working 
on pieces specifically for the quartet.

 “The JACK Quartet chose eight of the student compositions 
for public performances,” says David Gompper, director of the 
Center for New Music. “It was a unique opportunity for our 
students to interact with musicians who are at the very top of 
their field. This is especially important for our students because 
almost all new music today is being written for smaller chamber 
ensembles like string quartets, not orchestras. An added benefit 
is that those who had their work chosen now have a performance 
they can use in their portfolios for future residencies and awards.”

a central mission of the Ui string Quartet 
residency Program is encouraging students 
to think creatively about their musical careers. 
Lucy Lewis, a student pursuing a D.M.a. in 
violin performance and pedagogy, has taken 
that lesson to heart. During the 2013-24 school 
year, she organized two concerts that presented 
the entire set of bach’s brandenburg concerti, 
played by Ui students who volunteered to 
participate and didn’t receive academic credit.

“i’ve always loved this repertoire and have 
dreamed for some time of doing all six in concert,” 
says Lewis. “Many music students get the chance 
to perform some of them, but it’s rare to get the 
opportunity to play all of them. i approached 
beth oakes with the idea and she loved it. i also 
got a great response from my fellow students 
and several members of the music faculty, who 
volunteered their time to coach us.” 

Lewis organized weekly practice sessions for the 
orchestra, which included both undergraduate and 
graduate students. The first three concerti were 
performed in a concert in December of 2013, 
an event that was a fundraiser for relief efforts by 
the american red cross after a hurricane in the 
Philippines. The second concert was in May of 
2014 and raised money and collected food for the 
Johnson county crisis center.

“i was raised with a commitment to service, and 
i think my fellow students have also welcomed 
the chance to give something back in this way 
through their music,” says Lewis. “i think we 
all learned a tremendous amount through the 
process. The fact that it was all student-driven 
was really appealing to people. in the end, we 
were able to make beautiful music and send 
some money to two very good causes.”

the complete  
brandenburg concerti
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nurturing entrepreneurship
 An important part of all the residencies is an emphasis on helping students learn 
about the business aspects of a music career. The appropriately named program Under 
the Hood gives quartet members the chance to talk about the nuts-and-bolts of their 
careers, from marketing and finances to how to develop new audiences for their work. 

“Our students are getting the chance to interact with professional musicians, often only 
10 or 15 years older than them, who have established successful careers in music, often 
through very creative and innovative means,” says Gier. “These conversations reinforce 
the importance of entrepreneurism in a musical career and give students many different 
models and points of view.”

 Megan Gray, a doctoral student in viola performance and pedagogy, greatly appreci-
ates this practical emphasis. “I’ve learned a lot musically from the visiting artists, but 
equally important has been the chance to hear how they’ve adapted to changing trends 
in the music field,” she says. “They’ve helped us see that in addition to being musicians, 
we need to be dynamic teachers, speakers and event managers. This program gives us 
access to a huge range of talent and knowledge.”

 Because so much of the world of music is built on personal relationships, these 
interactions between the visiting artists and students may well pay off in unforeseen 
ways. Thanks to networking done over a slice of pizza or after a lesson, UI musicians 
have connections to an international community of artists.

 Each residency also includes numerous chances for community engagement. In ad-
dition to traditional string quartet performances, the groups present a wide variety of 
programs tailored to particular audiences. For example, the Cavani Quartet, which is 
well-known for its educational programming for younger audiences, collaborated with 
Iowa City’s Preucil School of Music (which works primarily with students high school 
age and younger) during its residency. 

 “Out of many wonderful experiences in the program, I think that was my favorite 
of all,” says Oakes. “An orchestra made up of the Cavani Quartet, UI faculty and stu-
dents, and students from Preucil performed the Mendelssohn Octet, all making music 
together for the enjoyment of parents, faculty and community members. The event was 
emblematic of the power of this new model of residency. It was especially sweet for me 
because the Cavani Quartet members had been my teachers and the Maia Quartet was 
formed under their tutelage.”

 With the exception of one performance held in collaboration with Hancher, all events 
sponsored by the UISQRP have been free and open to the public. Audience turnout has 
exceeded expectations, with more than 2,000 people attending or participating in a resi-
dency event in 2013. The residencies have given the university and larger community the 
chance to attend numerous chamber music concerts on par with those from cities such as 
New York or Chicago, helping to nurture an increasingly vibrant regional arts scene. 

 Perhaps the most enthusiastic response of all has been from the visiting quartet 
members themselves. “They love being part of these residencies,” says Oakes. “Many of 
the artists have told me that they feel like they’re able to make much deeper connec-
tions to the community than in a standard residency. They also appreciate how their 
individual passions and interests are being tapped.”

 Much of the credit for the success of the program, according to David Gier, is due 
to Elizabeth Oakes’ visionary leadership. “Beth is probably the best person on the 
planet to lead this program,” he says. “As a violist and long-time member of the Maia 
Quartet, she is admired and respected throughout the university and in the string quar-
tet world. She also has amazing energy and organizational skills.”

 The rest of the world, adds Gier, is starting to notice what’s being done at Iowa: “A lot 
of the quartet members say to us, ‘This is how it should be done.’ We’ve created some-
thing unique here, a model that I think is helping to create the future of classical music.”

The influence of the Ui string Quartet residency 
Program is being felt in some surprising venues—
for example, restored opera houses in rural 
iowa. explains elizabeth oakes: “The residency 
of the cavani Quartet, which is known for 
their innovative educational efforts with young 
audiences, inspired us to take our own student 
quartet on the road.”

The Ui ardore string Quartet is made up of 
founding member Lucy Lewis along with William 
gentzsch, Manuel Tábora and yoo-Jung chang. 
in May of 2013 the ensemble, along with oakes 
on viola, toured the small towns of Toledo, 
greenfield, Martensdale and corning. in May 
2014 the epHawk Quartet visited Maquoketa, 
greenfield, glenwood, elk Horn, council bluffs, 
and Des Moines. in addition to performing in 
opera houses, the Terzetto string Trio presented 
programs in the local elementary schools. in 
total approximately 500 people either attended 
concerts or were part of the educational 
programs presented by the ardore. 

“The tours were a win-win for everyone involved,” 
says Leslie Finer, director of the Ui’s outreach 
program arts share. “We got the chance to visit 
towns that don’t have much arts programming 
or extensive musical education in their schools. 
and after the tour was over, we were delighted to 
get a call from Toledo’s Wieting Theatre, which 
asked us for help in arranging an entire concert 
series with Ui performers. Until the ardore 
Quartet came to town, they didn’t realize there 
was an audience in their town for that sort of arts 
programming.”

bringing music to rural iowa

Photos by Lisa bergmann-smithey.




