
Also at that time, playing the six Bach duo sonatas for violin
and harpsichord, wonderful pieces, with the modern violin, as I
used to do, didn’t satisfy me. To meld the sound together, I needed
an old violin. I got an instrument from the violin dealer and started
out to find out the techniques. That was the instrument—the
beginning of the Baroque violin to me forty years ago.

Meanwhile, I played with the Netherlands String Quartet for
17 years, until 1969, when—for all sorts of reasons—the quartet
fell apart. Then I still had the Baroque music to play with Frans
Vester, a fantastic flute player and the first in Holland to play a
Baroque flute.

I decided that I wanted to do next was indeed to continue
exploring Mozart and Haydn with the sound they may have
known. I wanted to see what sound Mozart had in his ears. That
was not yet done.

Of course, Mozart only knew what came before him. He did
not know Brahms! He knew Haydn and (later in his life) Bach.
Going to Mozart through Boccherini and Haydn is the logical
way to do it. So we started with the new group (The Esterhazy
Quartet) to work on Mozart string quartets—and this time I was
the older one. We were going into the Classical repertoire, but
[using Baroque music as the point of departure].

I feel—and this is true for every composer—that we should
tend to look for the sound he knew in his ears. There are lots of

discoveries to be made. And what you discover influences the
whole interpretation and ensemble sound.

For Mozart’s younger quartets, we used Baroque violins, but
with later [but still antique] bows. We discovered that, for
instance, when we play Mozart this way, the whole score is com-
pletely transparent. That is different from what the modern string
quartet wants to do. An old bow articulates much better than a
modern bow, [so] you hear all the different voices of Mozart. If
you did not know the composition, you could take out some
music paper and write out the viola part. . . . 

Chamber Music: What else changed as you moved from the
Baroque to Mozart?

JS: The Baroque violin is very clear and bright—much more so
than the 18th-century violins made by Guarnerius or
Guadagnini. [With them], the sound gets darker.

When you get to the mid-eighteenth century, that is the time
when all the Baroque violins were being changed into classical
violins. There were special studios in Paris and Torino—all the
good instruments were brought there to get a different neck and

different bass bars so that they would sustain more tension. (You
hear Isaac Stern or Perlman play a Stradivarius—a wonderful
Stradivarius!  But Stradivarius would never recognize it as his
instrument, which was a Baroque violin originally.)

When reading the texts of the [Baroque], you use low positions
and open strings to get that clear sound. When you use stopped
notes, you cannot—you should not—vibrate too much. I don’t
say no vibrato. But not all the time, and not too wide. And in
Baroque music, it is very important to play pure intonation; the
pure thirds are wonderful, and the violin resonates more. 

So when we tackled Mozart, it was as a consequence of Baroque
music. You still should not use too much vibrato and you should
use the later bow, which is a little bit longer and with a little bit
more hair already, because it is able to make longer sounds. The
real Baroque bow is fairly short; even if you bow very slowly, you
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Chamber Music: What was your path from modern chamber
music back toward the Baroque—and how did you come to question
the modern style of playing Baroque and Classical works?

Jaap Schroeder: I had, with my father, so often heard the
French string quartets and ensembles that came to Holland—the
Calvet Quartet and especially those three brothers, the Pasquier
Trio. [The violinist] fascinated me. I wanted to study with him.
They had a very special technique that was quite a bit unlike the
American or Russian schools’. 

After four years of conservatory, I went to Paris for two years—
to the École Jacques Thibaud—and was immersed in the French
violin school. The French bowing technique has a great deal of
flexibility and is indispensable for chamber music. Developing a
big tone is fine for concertos, but in string quartets, big tone is
not what you need.

When I came back [to Holland in the 1950s], I took a job as
concertmaster of the Radio Chamber Orchestra. But I pursued
my ideal of playing string quartets and fortunately I was asked to
be second violin in a string quartet [the Netherlands String
Quartet]. They were older gentlemen and well established in
Holland. That was wonderful, and a great school of string quartet
playing. I learned the whole repertoire. 

But a little after I returned, I was also coming back to my love
of Baroque music. In Holland at the time, there were a few
friends—specifically Gustav Leonhardt on harpsichord, Frans
Brueggen on flute, and Anner Bylsma as a cellist. We started play-
ing Baroque quartets in an ensemble [the Quadro Amsterdam]
that lasted six or seven years. We made some recordings of
Telemann and Couperin that are still in shops, now as CDs. 

t 81, the Dutch violinist Jaap Schroeder keeps

up the pace of a fully active professional half his

age. In the fall of 2006, for instance, he

stopped to visit colleagues in Cambridge,

Massachusetts, on his way from Amsterdam to Los Angeles, where he

gave a lecture on comparative performance styles of Mozart’s D-

minor string quartet, K. 421, at the meeting of the American

Musicological Society. From L.A., he flew to Ann Arbor, Michigan,

to meet up with fortepianist Penelope Crawford and cellist Enid

Sutherland, his colleagues in the Atlantis Trio. With violist Daniel

Foster, the Atlantis has been working on the piano quartets by

Mendelssohn (part of a project to record all of the composer’s cham-

ber music with fortepiano for Omnia Records in time for the

Mendelssohn bicentennial in 2009). 

A lifelong chamber musician, Schroeder has also been a conductor

and soloist. But he is best known as an influential proponent of his-

torically informed performance practice—a foe of anachronisms.

During his seventeen years (1952–69) with the Netherlands String

Quartet, he began to simultaneously explore Baroque music with the

Quadro Amsterdam, an ensemble that—aside from the harpsi-

chordist—performed on modern instruments. New ground was 

broken in 1975 with the founding of the Esterházy Quartet, which

specialized in playing Classical works on period instruments.

Schroeder also co-founded the Washington, DC-based Smithson

Quartet in the 1980s, and lately has been performing Classical

repertoire with the Iceland-based Skálholt Quartet (Schroeder and

Rut Ingólfsdóttir violins; Svava Bernhar∂sdóttir, viola; and Sigur∂ur

Halldórsson, cello).

Chamber Music magazine caught up with Jaap Schroeder in

Ann Arbor this past November. The interview was conducted by

Celeste Headlee.

Anachronism’s Foe:
A C o n v e r s at i o n  with J a a p S c h ro e d e r

A

Jaap Schroeder

“ T h e  i m p o rta n t t h i n g  i s  t o
f o l l ow m u s i c a l  h i s t o ry.  i f
i  p l ay m o z a rt,  i f  i  p l ay
b a c h ,  i f  i  p l ay s c h u m a n n ,  i
t ry—a s  m u c h  a s  p o s s i b l e —
t o  b e  i n  t h e  s k i n  o f  t h e
c o m p o s e r . ”
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still have a kind of diminuendo. In the early Mozart quartets, you
can still apply it; but then you discover that Mozart in his later
quartets changes. Longer lines, so longer bow. And also the into-
nation changes: with longer lines, you need notes that are a little
sharp, leading to resolution. 

I am now busy with Schumann and the [Mendelssohn] trios
here. I certainly hope to get to Brahms, who is a consequence of
Schumann. The important thing is to follow musical history and
develop your techniques accordingly. If I play Mozart, I play Bach
or I play Schumann, I try—as much as possible—to be in the skin
of the composer.

Chamber Music: How do you make due
diligence to make sure you’re staying the 
closest to Mozart’s intent?

JS: Last week at the American
Musicological Society in Los Angeles, there
was a wonderful paper by Bob Levin, the
fortepianist. He talked about Mozart’s
cadenzas and improvisations. He [Mozart]
himself most likely improvised them. If a
theme comes back, he always makes it a 
little different.

Levin also showed us manuscript pages
of Mozart where you see, for instance, runs,
runs, runs written down for six bars, and
then just a low note and a high note. [Levin
told us that Rudolf ] Serkin, his teacher, not
knowing what to do, played what was writ-
ten—just the low note and high note. But
Mozart was just indicating the lowest and
highest point in each bar. He improvised
mostly. He wrote down a lot of things in
detail for his sister, who could not do that. 

Most of the time Mozart improvised his
cadenzas, and they were not so long—mod-
ern cadenzas are far too long. lt’s wonderful
to do, like being on ice and doing all sorts of pirouettes.

Chamber Music: Many people think that switching from Mozart
to, say, Schubert or Mendelssohn, involves a gigantic leap—and they
suddenly add all this emotion and passion. Is it accurate to perform,
say, the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto and let loose with a lot of emotion?

JS: Exterior passion has to do with the modern practice. Passion
then meant freedom and improvisation, but it was more con-
trolled than what you hear nowadays. Of course, Mendelssohn
did not have the big orchestras and did not play on the modern
strings. I do not say that you can’t do Mendelssohn with a modern

orchestra—that would be ridiculous. But it is an absolutely 
wonderful education to make a compromise and avoid things
that are too anachronistic.  

Mendelssohn is the most classicist of the modern composers.
His own writing in his youth took the Baroque as examples; he
wrote chorales and was very much reverent of the Baroque reper-
toire, and of course of Mozart also. 

We [the Atlantis Trio] are now preparing [Mendelssohn’s]
piano quartets, complemented by the early violin sonata in F
Minor. But the whole style is so Mozartian! Mendelssohn was
really steeped in the old traditions. 

Chamber Music: What about pitch?

JS: For Baroque music, I really prefer A=415, because the violin
has more resonance. That’s where pure intonation comes in.
When you play a pure third, the violin resonates much more than
with the modern third, which is too large. Modern students play
at 440, [but I might say to them] “You might want to take a copy
of a Baroque bow. That will teach you a lot of things. If you want
to go on after that, try a gut string—not so cold, and less tense.
Lower the pitch if you want to get closer.”  
Continued on page 56

Schroeder as second violinist with the Netherlands String Quartet. While playing standard repertoire with this 
ensemble from 1952 to 1969, Schroeder also launched the Quadro Amsterdam to play Baroque works. 




