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Caroline Shaw
Orange

Where does music come from? A garden? A memory? An orange? A word, maybe: Punctum. That’s the title of the oldest work on this album of music by Caroline Shaw, performed by the Attacca Quartet. At first, it seems like a misnomer. It is the Latin for “point,” a small, fixed location; later, it became the name for a single, isolated note in early music notation. Notes are never isolated points in Shaw’s music: they are shapes, gestures, sliding and shifting, smeared across time and spectra. But it is the coalescing of those shapes that Shaw pursues, the alchemy of counterpoint and harmony. “Punctum” was also used by Roland Barthes in his book on photography, Camera Lucida, to name the seemingly unimportant element of a photograph that nevertheless sparks its affective power—“how that one tiny detail,” Shaw explains, “can just cause your stomach to drop.” Shaw was reminded of a particular shift of harmony in one of the chorales in Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, and how it caused a similar reaction. Punctum was the result: a string quartet growing out of that shift, that point, getting inside its orbit and architecture and finding resonance.

Much of Caroline Shaw’s celebrity has been centered around her work as a singer, a member of the vocal group Roomful of Teeth, for which she composed her Pulitzer Prize–winning Partita. The string quartet, though, has been a longtime home. She started playing the violin at the age of two, discovering quartet playing a few years later. “I think I first played in a string quartet when I was probably nine or ten and it was probably a very early Mozart or Haydn quartet,” she remembers. “That was the first time I ever played not as one part of a large group, but having my own line, which was just so different from anything I knew.” Later came a crucial assist from the Hungarian composer Béla Bartók. “There was a Bartok seminar in college that was also really kind of transformative for me,” she says. “I played second violin in the fourth quartet, and it felt like a fascinating game.” 

That sense, “that you’re inside the game,” inspired her to try writing for quartet. It also is the end goal—“creating a sound for the audience to understand what it feels like to play,” Shaw puts it, surrounded and embraced by the music. The moment-to-moment life of musical sound, delicate or saturated, is the impetus: “I want the form to be still really strong, but a side effect of what’s actually happening in every single moment.”

All of the album’s works are inside the game in one way or another. Entr’acte takes a particular key shift in Haydn’s op. 77, no. 2 Quartet and imagines a match full of such moves. “How did that transition happen or how did that transition not happen?” Shaw describes it. “And what was the turn and how can I make something in my kind of language that has the same kind of shifts?” Change the angle, and passing moments can become the entire playing field. 

Valencia is a game of sensation and memory, a consideration of the structural beauty of an orange that, in its translation into sound—“billowing and pulling,” Shaw says—echoes another jewel in the repertoire, Maurice Ravel’s String Quartet. (“The first piece,” Shaw says, “I think I really fell in love with.”) Limestone & Felt explores touch and feedback, finding musical ideas and processes to reflect tactile sensations, hard and soft, solid and fluid. Plan & Elevation mixes structure and fancy, citation and inspiration, laying out a musical landscape in response to the formal gardens at Dumbarton Oaks, where Shaw spent a year as musician-in-residence. Shaw’s plot juxtaposes new and old practice and even repertoire, with fragments of her beloved Ravel and Mozart rubbing elbows with bits of her own catalog.

Ritornello joins all these threads in an appropriately open-ended way. One node in an ongoing obsession with both a specific work—the prologue to Claudio Monteverdi’s opera Orfeo—and a more general notion of musical repetition and return (“his idea that something comes back and you experience it in a slightly different way”), the work also connects with Shaw’s ideals of musical life and sodality. “What I love about Baroque performance practice is there’s so much that’s not written down,” she says. “There’s so much left up to the musician and there’s so much trust for the musical community.” The best music springs from the interplay of skill, expression, camaraderie, and tradition.

The connection to the tradition creates both the reverence and the playfulness that produces the unusual, even paradoxical pleasures of Shaw’s music. On the one hand, much of her composition is (“And I’m not ashamed to say it,” she says.) what she calls “classical music fan fiction,” taking the rhetoric and patterns of past masterpieces and making them characters in some new story. “You know that it goes over here,” Shaw muses, “but what if it went over there?” At the same time, the ceremonial aspects of classical performances are just as malleable. She compares it to a church service, “the formality of it, how within the little nodules of the liturgy are these lovely moments that can be reinvented and that to have to be reenacted, and that’s why we keep going back to them.”

The string quartet’s history is especially rich with such possibilities because it is so long. “It’s existed for hundreds of years, but there’s something kind of, for me, beautiful and ritualistic about coming back to that form,” Shaw says, “because it’s something familiar, and yet you can keep on opening these doors and diving down these little rabbit holes.” Familiar and new, comfortable and surprising, Shaw’s music is attuned to the art form’s dance between affinity and curiosity. But the basics remain: “Just the simple changes of harmony and the shape of the bass line,” she says, “and how that can create a whole world.”
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