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The Beaux Arts Trio
recently celebrated its 50th
anniversary; the Juilliard
String Quartet, its 60th.

Compared with those milestones, the 40th season
of the Portland String Quartet may seem like a
relatively modest achievement. But the quartet,
founded in 1969, has achieved something that
sets it apart from those other venerable ensembles:
it has survived all that time in its original config-
uration. Through four decades of performing,
touring, teaching and recording, the original
foursome—violinists Stephen Kecskemethy and
Ronald Lantz, violist Julia Adams and cellist Paul
Ross—are still together. 

The four recently talked to Chamber Music about
the secrets of their stability. Being in a chamber
ensemble was paramount for each. “We had all
played in orchestras before [we started], but we all
knew we wanted to be in a string quartet,” says
Ross. “We knew our first love was chamber music.”

Equally important, the musicians found com-
patibility without seeking unanimity. “We came
from different backgrounds, from different parts
of the country,” says Lantz. “We early on saw the
strength of that. We’ve been able to use that
strength, rather than anyone insisting on one way
of doing things. I think it’s the willingness to
accept the best way out of four…”

“…To always respect your colleagues,” Adams
adds.

“Even when they’re wrong!” Ross says.
Maintaining a consensus means acting as a

democracy, but one attuned to the nuances of
group dynamics. “We don’t always agree on liter-
ature, but if three people feel strongly about a
piece, and the fourth person doesn’t feel so strongly,
that’s okay,” says Lantz. “But if he says, ‘This
piece is just garbage!’—well, you can’t play like
that. So everyone gets occasional veto power.”

“We’re willing to live with a problem—it doesn’t
have to be solved today,” says Kecskemethy. “We

let it get into our systems a
bit, then come up with a
decision. If we’re still split,
we do it with a coin toss!”

As far back as 1981, the
group’s untroubled mode of
operation attracted the
notice of the Harvard
Business School, which
embarked on a study of the
PSQ as a “small business
team.” A tape of the quartet
in rehearsal became a teach-
ing tool that some business
professors use to this day.
At Harvard, the PSQ was
discussed as “a leaderless
group”—a label the players
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The Portland String Quartet (Ross, 

Lantz, Kecskemethy and Adams) in 1975.

 




